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​STORY 1: The Mark of Appalachia

THE FOREST LOOKED ORDINARY from the outside, a deceptive facade that belied the horrors within. Pines stood like a jagged wall in the dark, their tips lost in a low ceiling of clouds that seemed to press down upon the earth with an oppressive weight. The September air was damp, heavy with that unmistakable smell of wet earth, the kind you only notice when headlights cut through the mist, illuminating fleeting glimpses of the unknown. On the surface, nothing about it screamed danger—no ominous signs, no visible threats. Yet, none of us spoke as the convoy rolled past the empty ranger station, the silence in the vehicles thicker than the fog outside.

I was riding up front in the lead truck, my eyes scanning the tree line with the practiced vigilance of a man who had seen too much. The hum of the engine rattled through the cabin, a constant reminder of our intrusion into this ancient wilderness. My name is Captain Elias Mort, and after fifteen years of deployments across deserts, jungles, and war-torn cities, I'd learned to trust silence more than words. Soldiers can joke about anything—bad food, bad orders, bad luck, even the grim reaper himself. But when men sit quiet, their laughter dying in their throats, it means they feel something coming, an intangible dread that coils in the gut like a serpent ready to strike.

The park, Appalachia National Forest, had been closed for weeks, though no one in the chain of command had deigned to explain why. Officially, we were told about missing personnel: hikers who wandered off trails, campers who never returned to their sites, and rangers who vanished without a trace. Unofficially, the brass had given us a simple, terse order—secure the perimeter, investigate the anomalies, and keep the press out of it at all costs. That alone told me the situation was worse than it sounded, far beyond a routine search and rescue. Whispers in the barracks spoke of strange reports: unexplained lights in the woods, eerie sounds echoing through the valleys, and a pervasive sense of being watched.

As we drove deeper, the road narrowed, flanked by towering trees that seemed to lean in, their branches interlacing overhead like skeletal fingers. The convoy consisted of three trucks, each carrying a squad of hardened soldiers, men I had led through hell and back. Sergeant Kip Harlan, my right-hand man, sat beside me, his jaw set in a firm line. He was a veteran of multiple tours, with scars that told stories he rarely shared. Behind us, Corporal Marcus Lane fidgeted with his radio, his young face etched with unease. Private Jonah Hensley and Corporal Elias Jennings completed the front team—reliable men, but even they couldn't hide the tension in their postures.

Our radios buzzed with static as we cut deeper along the service road, the signal degrading with every mile. It had been crystal clear when we left the small town of Eldridge at dusk, but by the time we reached the ranger checkpoint—a dilapidated wooden booth overgrown with vines—it was like trying to listen through broken glass, fragments of words lost in a sea of noise. Lane tapped his headset repeatedly, frustration evident. "Feels like we're driving into a black hole, sir," he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. I didn't answer, my focus locked on the forest ahead. The pines pressed close on either side, their trunks rising like ancient pillars, shadows shifting in the dim wash of our headlights. At certain turns, the fog seemed to thicken so quickly it was like driving into smoke, obscuring the path and forcing us to slow to a crawl.

Memories of past missions flickered through my mind—ambushes in Afghan mountains, night patrols in Iraqi streets where every shadow could hide death. But this felt different, primal, as if the land itself resented our presence. I glanced at the map on my lap, marked with red Xs where the disappearances had occurred. The pattern was erratic, no clear trail, but all centered deep within the park's heart.

​

WE PULLED INTO THE first clearing around midnight, our tires crunching over gravel that hadn't seen maintenance in weeks. It was supposed to be a ranger camp, a hub of activity with patrols and check-ins, but the place looked deserted, as if its occupants had fled in panic. Tents stood half-collapsed, their fabric sagging under the weight of dew, gear left scattered haphazardly—backpacks unzipped, tools strewn across the ground, coffee mugs still perched precariously on a folding table. Nothing was burned, nothing deliberately broken, no overt signs of a struggle or fight, but the absence of people was palpable, a void that screamed louder than any chaos.

The stillness had weight, pressing down on us like an invisible force, as if the entire clearing was holding its breath, waiting for something to shatter the quiet. We killed the engines, and the sudden silence was deafening, broken only by the distant drip of water from leaves. "Jesus," Sergeant Kip muttered as he stepped out, sweeping his flashlight across the camp, the beam cutting through the mist like a knife. "They left in a hurry." The light caught on a kettle, still hanging above an ash-cold fire pit. It hadn't been doused with water; the flames had simply gone out on their own, as if extinguished by an unseen hand.

Private Hensley, ever the meticulous one, stepped closer and crouched near the table, his breath visible in the chill air. "Sir, check this out." He pointed at a notebook lying open, its pages fluttering gently in the damp breeze, ink smudged by moisture. The last entry was jagged, scrawled in haste: Something in the tree line, watching. Movement after sundown. Can't— The final word trailed off into a chaotic line of ink that streaked halfway down the page, as if the writer's hand had been pulled away mid-sentence. I knelt beside him, feeling a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. "Bag it," I ordered, though a part of me knew we wouldn't glean answers from the scribbles of a frightened ranger. Fear has a way of turning shadows into monsters, amplifying the mundane into the monstrous.

Still, as I straightened, the back of my neck tightened, hairs standing on end. I looked into the woods beyond the camp, where the fog swirled between the trees like living smoke. For a moment, I could have sworn something shifted out there—something tall, humanoid yet distorted, moving with unnatural silence. I blinked, and it was gone, leaving only the rustle of leaves. Was it imagination? The play of light and shadow? Or something more?

We set up a perimeter, soldiers moving with drilled efficiency, establishing watch points and securing the area. I called in the first report, keying the radio with steady hands. But the device spat only static and fragmented words, no connection to base. I tried again, then a third time, frustration mounting. We were cut off, isolated, as if the forest had swallowed the signal whole, severing our lifeline to the outside world.

​

AROUND 0200, AS THE night deepened, we began hearing noises that set everyone's nerves on edge. Not the familiar scurries of raccoons rummaging through trash or the hoots of owls piercing the dark—these were heavier, more deliberate, like footsteps circling just beyond the reach of our lights. Every time a soldier swung a flashlight toward the sound, the beam revealed nothing but mist clinging to bark and branches, tendrils of fog twisting like fingers.

Corporal Lane, positioned at the edge of the camp, whispered urgently to me, his voice laced with unease. "Sir, I swear I saw a figure standing between the trees—tall, like a man but... wrong." I told him to keep his weapon low unless he had visual confirmation, but the truth was, I'd seen it too—a darker shape in the fog, elusive, vanishing the second you tried to focus on it. It was like trying to grasp smoke.

By 0300, the certainty settled in: we weren't alone. The rangers hadn't vanished by accident or misadventure; something was moving through Appalachia Park, stalking, waiting for us with patient malice. The air grew thicker, the fog denser, and then we heard the first scream. It was far off, muffled by distance, but sharp enough to cut through the trees like a blade. It carried across the clearing, echoing unnaturally, distorted as if it didn't come from one throat but several, layered in a chorus of agony.

Every man froze where he stood, rifles half-raised, eyes fixed on the black timberline that marked the forest's edge. I felt the weight of their stares turn to me, expectant, waiting for orders to anchor them in the chaos. My gut twisted, instinct screaming that whatever had taken the rangers—and perhaps the hikers and campers before them—had just announced itself, a challenge issued from the depths.

"Form up," I said, my voice steady despite the adrenaline surging through my veins. Gripping my rifle tighter, I led the way. "We're going in." And with that, we left the relative safety of the clearing and stepped into the dark mouth of the forest, where the real story of Appalachia was waiting to unfold, its secrets buried in shadow and mist.

As we crossed the threshold, the trees seemed to close behind us, branches rustling as if in whispers. I thought of the old legends I'd heard from locals in Eldridge—tales of ancient spirits guarding the mountains, of curses laid by indigenous peoples long displaced. I had dismissed them as folklore, but now, in the heart of the night, they felt all too real.

​

THE FOREST CLOSED IN around us the moment we left the clearing, an embrace that felt suffocating. Our flashlights carved narrow tunnels through the fog, beams catching on wet needles that glistened like diamonds, slick branches that twisted grotesquely, and the faint shimmer of spiderwebs strung between trunks like traps waiting to ensnare. Every step sounded too loud in the oppressive quiet—boots sinking into soft, yielding earth, gear shifting with metallic clinks, rifles brushing against straps with a whisper of fabric.

Yet, outside our little circle of artificial light, the wood stayed eerily silent. No owls hooting their nocturnal calls, no crickets chirping a symphony, not even the low hum of wind rustling through leaves. It was a void, a absence that pressed in on you like stepping into a room where a heated argument had just ceased, the air still charged with unspoken words.

"Feels wrong," Sergeant Kip muttered behind me, his breath warm against the cold. "Like the forest knows we're here and it's... listening." He wasn't wrong. I'd been in enough hostile environments to recognize what silence typically heralded—predators lurking, storms brewing, ambushes set. But this quiet wasn't natural; it was manufactured, a deliberate hush that made your skin crawl.

We moved in two staggered columns, five men each, a formation honed by years of training. Lane and Hensley were on point with me, their eyes darting, fingers hovering near triggers. Kip handled the rear, ever vigilant, while the others spread between—standard doctrine, but our spacing was tighter than regulations dictated. No one wanted to drift too far from the comforting glow of the lights, from the illusion of safety in numbers.

As we pushed deeper, my thoughts kept circling back to the rangers' abandoned camp: the cold kettle swaying gently, the notebook with its half-finished sentence that spoke of terror. In my career, I'd seen plenty of men break under pressure—soldiers cracking in the heat of battle, civilians fleeing in panic. Panic spreads faster than wildfire, consuming reason. But this felt different, more insidious. You don't leave a kettle hanging or journals open if you're running from a bear or a storm. And you don't just vanish without leaving tracks, without a single sign of struggle.

"Sir," Lane whispered, stepping close enough that I could see the whites of his eyes. "What exactly are we looking for?" I kept my eyes forward, scanning the gloom. "Missing personnel." He let out a humorless chuckle, the sound brittle. "Yeah, but missing from what? Bears? Poachers?" I didn't answer. Our orders were clear: investigate, secure, report. What wasn't clear was why the National Guard had been called in for what should have been a state police matter. Something had escalated, something that scared the higher-ups enough to send armed troops into a national park.

Flashbacks intruded—my first deployment, the chaos of combat, the loss of comrades. I pushed them aside, focusing on the present. The trail ahead forked, and we halted to assess.

​

WE STOPPED AT THE FORK where the trail split in two directions: north toward a ranger fire tower perched on a ridge, east toward an old logging site long reclaimed by nature. I gave the signal for a short halt, the men fanning out to secure the area while Hensley unfolded his map, the red light of his penlight glowing faintly on the laminated paper, casting eerie shadows on his face.

"Fire tower's about a click that way," he said, pointing north with a gloved finger. "Might give us a vantage point, sir—overlook the valley." It made sense; elevation could provide perspective, perhaps even a signal boost for our faltering radios. "Do it," I said, nodding. We moved again, single file now as the trail narrowed, winding upward through denser undergrowth.

The path twisted steeply, roots curling across the dirt like the bones of something long buried, tripping hazards in the dark. My calves burned with the incline, each step a effort against the growing mist that thickened with every foot gained. Halfway up, Corporal Jennings, one of the quieter men in the squad—a devout family man who carried a small bible in his vest—murmured, "Anybody else smell that?" We halted abruptly, breaths heavy.

I sniffed the air deliberately: damp earth, the sharp tang of pine sap, a faint metallic hint of rust from exposed rocks. But underneath it all, something sour, acrid, almost like meat left too long in the sun, rotting in the heat. It was faint but unmistakable, cloying. "Probably a dead deer," Lane said quickly, though his voice lacked conviction, cracking slightly at the end. He shifted uneasily, glancing back down the trail.

I gave the signal to keep moving, but the smell followed us, clinging thicker the closer we climbed, permeating our clothes, our nostrils. By the time we reached the ridge, some of the men had pulled scarves over their noses, muffling their breaths. The fire tower loomed ahead like a skeleton against the sky, its metal frame rusted and half-shrouded in fog, creaking faintly in the breeze.

The wooden steps groaned under our boots as we ascended, rifles slung over shoulders, every man on high alert. The platform swayed slightly, wind whistling through gaps. At the top, we spread out, the view unfolding before us. Appalachia stretched in every direction—a vast, rolling ocean of black pine, valleys filled with fog curling like smoke from invisible fires. No lights from distant towns, no signs of civilization, nothing human as far as the eye could see, only endless wilderness.

Kip scanned the horizon with his binoculars, his expression grim. "Dead quiet out there," he said, lowering them. "Not even stars above us—just that damn cloud cover blocking everything." I keyed my radio again, hoping the height would help. Nothing but static, a wall of white noise. It wasn't distance; we weren't that far from base. Something in this park was drowning the signal, jamming it deliberately.

Then, as I swept my own flashlight across the treetops below, I caught it—for half a second, maybe less, something reflected back at me from the canopy. Not animal eyes, not glass or metal. It was taller, higher, as if something enormous had shifted just beneath the surface of the fog, a ripple in the mist. By the time I refocused, it was gone, leaving my pulse racing.

"Sir?" Lane asked, noticing my tension. "Nothing," I said, though my heart contradicted me. We descended in silence, the sour smell hitting us again at the bottom, stronger now, guiding us—or perhaps luring us—toward the logging site.

​

WHETHER WE WANTED TO go or not, the trail wound down into a ravine where stumps jutted like broken teeth from the earth, remnants of a bygone era of industry. The logging camp had long been abandoned, shacks collapsed under the weight of time, rusted machinery half-swallowed by moss and vines that crept like veins across the metal.

Our beams crawled over splintered wood and twisted steel, illuminating scenes of decay. That's where we found the first body. It was slumped against a wall inside one of the shacks, dressed in ranger green, the uniform stained and torn. His eyes were open, staring blankly into nothingness, his face pale as parchment, mouth frozen in a silent scream that echoed in our minds. His hands clutched his own chest desperately, as if trying to hold something in—or perhaps claw something out. But there was nothing, just a ragged, empty space where his ribs should have been, a cavity hollowed out with surgical precision.

The men froze, breaths caught in their throats. Even seasoned soldiers aren't built for sights like that—visceral, unnatural. "Christ almighty," Jennings whispered, crossing himself subtly. Kip knelt beside the corpse, scanning the scene with a flashlight, his face a mask of professionalism hiding revulsion. "No blood trail," he muttered, voice low. "Whatever did this didn't drag him, didn't tear through haphazardly—just hollowed him out clean."

I crouched beside the body, forcing my voice steady despite the bile rising in my throat. "Bag him. Photos first." Hensley lifted his camera with trembling hands, the shutter clicking like gunshots in the quiet. The flash lit the shack in harsh bursts, making shadows jump against the walls, distorting the scene into something even more nightmarish. Each shot felt intrusive, like we were desecrating a grave, documenting something humanity wasn't meant to witness.

As the men worked, I stepped outside, scanning the tree line again. The fog had thickened, moving in slow swirls as if stirred by unseen currents. The sour smell was everywhere now, overpowering the pine, heavier than the damp air, a stench of death and decay.

​

AND THEN I HEARD IT, faint at first, just at the edge of hearing—a low hum rising and falling like distant chanting. It wasn't wind through branches or water over rocks; it was rhythmic, intentional. I motioned for silence, and the men froze, ears straining. The sound wasn't mechanical, wasn't natural—it was voices, distant yet deliberate, carrying on the air as if spoken from the trees themselves, woven into the fabric of the forest.

Lane's eyes went wide, his face paling. "Tell me you hear that, sir." I nodded slowly. "I hear it." The voices faded as quickly as they'd come, dissolving into the mist, leaving only the thick hush of the forest, more oppressive now that we'd tasted the alternative.

For the first time, I realized this wasn't just a search and recovery mission gone awry. Whatever was in Appalachia Park was organized, not mere instinct or animal terror. It had intent, purpose—a malevolence that chilled deeper than the night air. I gave the order to move, and the men filed out of the shack, glancing back at the ranger's hollowed corpse before vanishing into the mist. We didn't talk as we retraced the trail, but tension hung heavy. Some clutched their rifles tighter, others kept scanning the shadows between the pines. Each step carried the same unspoken question: If one ranger was left like that, where were the others? What fate awaited them—and us?

The answer would come soon enough, because by dawn, Appalachia was going to show us exactly what had claimed its woods, and the revelations would scar us forever.

​

WE PUSHED EAST AFTER leaving the ranger's body behind, keeping tight formation as the mist crawled thicker through the pines, tendrils snaking around our ankles. The air grew colder with every step, a biting chill that seeped through layers of clothing. Each breath hung in pale plumes before vanishing into the dark, a reminder of our fragility.

My men stayed quiet, heads low, boots soft against the earth, careful not to disturb the silence more than necessary. Nobody wanted to provoke whatever lurked just out of sight, not after the chanting we'd heard, that unnatural harmony that lingered in our minds like an earworm.

By the time the ravine narrowed into a hollow, the sun should have been rising, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold. According to my watch, it was nearly 0600, but the woods hadn't brightened a fraction. The fog sat heavy in the trees, choking out any light, trapping us in one endless night, time distorted.

"Sir," Lane whispered, his voice trembling slightly. "My compass is shot." He held it out, the needle spinning in slow, erratic circles, refusing to settle on north. Hensley checked his own, then Jennings—same result, needles jittering as though pulled by invisible strings. "Mag interference?" Kip asked, though doubt colored his tone. "Not this strong," I replied. "Stay close. No one breaks line." We followed the ravine deeper, the walls closing in, until the ground sloped into a basin.

That's when we found the second camp. This one was bigger, more established—five or six tents arranged in a semi-circle, a central fire pit ringed by logs, cooking gear scattered as if in mid-use. But the scene wasn't abandoned like the first; it was wrecked, deliberately destroyed. Canvas shredded into ribbons, poles snapped like matchsticks, gear crushed underfoot as if by immense weight. Claw marks tore across the tent fabric—wide, jagged gashes, spaced too far apart to be from any known animal, as if something with hands too large to be human had ripped through in fury.

The fire pit held only cold ash and bone fragments, charred and brittle. Not animal bones—these were too small, too fragile, with shapes that hinted at humanity. Hensley bent down, picking up a cracked piece with gloved fingers, his face draining of color. His voice shook when he said, "This is a jaw... human." The fragment had molars, roots still intact, undeniable.

The men froze, horror etching their features. I forced myself to look, to absorb the truth without flinching. Jennings muttered a prayer under his breath, his bible verse a talisman against the evil. Lane swore softly, shifting his rifle as if it could ward off the dread. Even Kip's jaw tightened, his steady demeanor cracking. He was the rock of the squad, but this sight wormed under everyone's skin, a violation of nature.

"We bag what we can," I said, my voice cutting through the stupor. "Fast. Then we move." The men spread out reluctantly, collecting fragments into evidence bags with mechanical motions, their minds elsewhere.

​

I WALKED THE PERIMETER, sweeping my light across the ground, searching for clues. That's when I noticed the tracks—large impressions in the soft soil, half-smeared by damp earth but clear enough to measure. At least twice the length of a human foot, with a stride long and deliberate. Some prints pressed so deep they filled with seeping water, suggesting immense weight. I followed them to the edge of the basin, where they circled the camp multiple times before disappearing into the pines. Whatever left them had stalked the site, patient, predatory.

Then came the scream. It tore through the trees without warning, shrill and ragged, rising from the east side of the basin. It wasn't the cry of a single man or woman in pain—it was layered, as if several voices had been folded into one, shrieking together in perfect, horrifying unison. The sound made my teeth ache, vibrating through bones.

"Contact left!" Lane shouted, dropping to a knee, rifle up. Beams swept across the fog, searching. The scream echoed, bouncing from tree to tree until direction was impossible to pinpoint. "Hold fire!" I barked, eyes sharp. The noise cut off as suddenly as it began, the woods falling back into suffocating silence, leaving only the echo in our rapid breaths.

"Sir," Jennings whispered, voice quavering. "I don't think that was human." I didn't argue. My chest was tight, heart hammering. I'd heard wounded men scream, terrified civilians wail, animals in agony—nothing sounded like that. Nothing alive, nothing of this world.

We regrouped in the center of the ruined camp, nerves fraying like worn ropes. Sweat beaded on brows despite the cold, fingers twitching near triggers. I knew we couldn't linger; the basin felt like a trap closing. "Form up," I said. "We head east. Follow the ravine." We left the wreckage behind, marching single file along the basin's edge, the fog pulsing with every step, curling low around our boots like sentient smoke.

​

HALF AN HOUR LATER, deeper in the ravine, we stumbled on something worse. A body lay sprawled against jagged rocks, dressed in civilian clothes—jeans caked with mud, flannel shirt torn at the sleeves. His face was gone. Not torn away by claws or eaten by scavengers—gone, as if it had been smoothed over with clay, erased. No eyes to stare accusatory, no nose, no mouth to scream—just skin stretched flat across the skull, seamless and unnatural.

Jennings gagged, turning away to retch into the bushes. Lane swore again, louder, his bravado cracking. Kip crouched, flashlight trembling in his grip despite his efforts to steady it. "No blood," he muttered. "No trauma marks. It's like it... folded shut on itself." I forced myself to kneel, studying the corpse up close. The flesh was intact, sealed perfectly, as if the man had been born that way. But the hands were clenched into fists, knuckles white even in death, nails dug into palms drawing blood. He hadn't gone quietly; he'd fought until the end.

"Sir," Hensley whispered, his voice barely audible. "What the hell can do this? What kind of monster?" I stood, scanning the tree line, where shadows seemed to shift just out of sight. "Not sure I want to know," I replied, though curiosity warred with fear. The men looked to me for answers, for reassurance, but all I could give was orders. We covered the body with a tarp from our packs and pressed on, each step heavier.
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