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There are places in the world where the land itself feels wrong.

Not haunted in the ordinary sense. Not cursed in the way people whisper about old castles or abandoned houses. Worse than that. Older than that. Places where something ancient still lingers beneath the soil like a buried infection, waiting patiently while generations live and die above it. Forests have always been among the worst of these places. Long before roads cut through them and maps gave them names, forests were feared for reasons that modern people have largely forgotten. The old stories were not created simply to entertain frightened villagers around fires. Many of them were warnings.

Wychwood was one such place.

Stretching across miles of dense woodland in the north of England, Wychwood had stood untouched longer than most forests in Britain. Locals spoke of it carefully, often lowering their voices whenever its name was mentioned. Even nearby villages seemed oddly disconnected from it, as though roads naturally curved away from the deeper parts of the woodland. Few people willingly entered the old sections of the forest anymore. Those who did rarely ventured far from marked trails.

For over a hundred years, disappearances had been tied to Wychwood.

Not dozens. Not enough to draw national attention. Just enough to create unease. A hunter missing in 1911. Two schoolboys in 1934. A married couple during the summer of 1968. A backpacker in 1987 whose tent was later found collapsed beside a stream, his belongings still neatly arranged inside. Then came the more recent disappearances. Hikers. Campers. Wildlife photographers. Always isolated individuals or very small groups. Always vanishing in areas where the trees grew unnaturally thick.

The strangest part was not that people disappeared.

It was how similar the cases were.

Boots abandoned carefully beside trees. Watches stopped at identical times. Reports from search teams claiming they heard movement nearby despite finding no one. Witnesses describing strange wooden figures standing between the trees before the disappearances occurred. Effigies crudely carved from branches and bark, vaguely human in shape, often found positioned facing narrow paths deep in the forest.

Most assumed they were the work of pranksters or local pagans.

That explanation comforted people.

The truth was far worse.

Long before Christianity reached those lands, the tribes living near Wychwood refused to enter its heart after sunset. Archaeological digs conducted in the nineteenth century uncovered strange carvings buried beneath layers of earth near the forest edge. Symbols no historian could fully identify. Some resembled human figures with elongated limbs. Others depicted faceless shapes emerging from trees. The discoveries were quietly removed and locked away in private collections. Villagers claimed several workers involved in the excavations later suffered nervous breakdowns or vanished entirely.

Stories persisted nonetheless.

Hunters spoke of hearing footsteps pacing them in darkness despite seeing nobody nearby. Campers described waking to find piles of sticks arranged outside their tents in the shape of crude human forms. Children claimed there were areas of the forest where birds stopped singing altogether. Older locals insisted certain parts of Wychwood did not appear the same twice.

Over time the stories faded into folklore.

Until the disappearances started again.

When forestry worker Daniel Mercer arrived in Wychwood, he knew very little about its history. To him, it was simply another temporary contract. A six-month assignment maintaining storm-damaged sectors of woodland far from the public trails. Good pay. Isolated work. Simple enough. After years drifting between jobs following the collapse of his marriage and the slow unraveling of his life, isolation suited him perfectly.

Daniel was not superstitious.

He did not believe in ghosts or ancient evils lurking beneath the earth. He believed in exhaustion, loneliness, and the way silence could distort the human mind after enough time alone. Forests did not frighten him. He had spent much of his adult life working among them.

But Wychwood was different from the moment he arrived.

The forest felt heavy.

The silence inside it seemed unnatural somehow, as though the woods were listening rather than sleeping. Even during daylight the deeper sections remained dim beneath thick canopies that blocked out the sun. The trees themselves appeared wrong in subtle ways, many twisted inward as though bending toward unseen centres hidden deep within the woodland.

And then there were the effigies.

Daniel discovered the first one nailed high against an oak tree during his third day in the forest. A crude figure woven from branches and animal hair. It vaguely resembled a person. The face had been carved with horrifying detail. Hollow eyes. A stretched mouth. Human teeth embedded into the wood.

He reported it immediately.

The older forestry workers dismissed it with uncomfortable laughter.

“Kids messing about,” one of them muttered too quickly.

Another quietly advised him not to wander beyond the red boundary markers scattered through the deeper forest.

Daniel noticed none of them would explain what the markers meant.

At night he began hearing footsteps outside his cabin.

Slow footsteps.

Heavy footsteps.

Always circling.

Never approaching the door.

The sounds would continue for hours beneath the trees surrounding the isolated cabin while the forest itself remained deathly silent. No owls. No wind. No movement except those steady footsteps crushing leaves in darkness.

Then he started noticing the effigies moving.

One morning an effigy he had found hanging beside a trail appeared outside his cabin window despite being miles away the previous day. Another appeared beside the track leading deeper into the forest. Then another hanging directly above the cabin door.

Each one resembled someone different.

Each one looked disturbingly human.

And all of them seemed to be watching him.

Daniel’s investigation into Wychwood would eventually uncover horrifying truths buried beneath centuries of fear. Ancient rituals older than recorded history. Missing people who may never have truly left the forest. Forgotten tunnels beneath the roots of the woodland. Ritual sites hidden beneath moss and earth. Carvings depicting towering faceless figures standing among trees while humans knelt before them in terror.

But the deeper Daniel ventured into Wychwood, the more the forest itself seemed to notice him.

And once Wychwood noticed you, it never truly let you leave.
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THE MAN IN THE TREES

Daniel Mercer first saw the figure three days before he entered Wychwood Forest.

At the time he dismissed it entirely.

The sighting occurred late at night while driving north through heavy rain along isolated country roads that twisted endlessly between dark hills and farmland. He had been awake too long already, surviving on service station coffee and exhaustion while hauling the last of his belongings toward the forestry station where he would spend the next six months. The rain hammered against the windscreen so violently it distorted the headlights into trembling smears of pale yellow light.

The roads grew emptier the further north he traveled.

Small villages appeared occasionally through the rain, their cottages dark and lifeless beneath the storm. Daniel noticed many of the houses displayed strange old symbols carved above doorways or hanging from fences made of twisted sticks bound together with red thread. At first he assumed they were decorations connected to some local tradition. The deeper he drove, however, the more frequently he saw them.

Then the engine warning light appeared.

Muttering under his breath, Daniel slowed the van beside a narrow stretch of road lined entirely by forest. Massive trees loomed beyond the rain, their branches tangled together like skeletal fingers. There were no lights anywhere. No nearby houses. Only the sound of rain battering the roof of the van and the endless dark wall of woodland surrounding him.

He switched off the engine.

The silence that followed felt enormous.

Daniel rubbed his tired eyes before stepping out into the cold rain. Mud soaked instantly through his boots as he walked around the van inspecting the engine problem beneath weak torchlight. Steam curled from beneath the bonnet. Nothing looked obviously damaged.

Then he heard it.

A sharp crack somewhere inside the trees.

Daniel froze.

Another crack followed moments later deeper within the woodland, like the sound of someone stepping carefully across fallen branches. He lifted the torch toward the trees but the rain swallowed most of the light before it could penetrate far into the forest.

Nothing moved.

Still, the uneasy feeling remained.

He became suddenly aware of how isolated the road was. How completely dark the woods appeared beyond the reach of his torch. Even the rain sounded muffled beneath the trees somehow, as though the forest absorbed sound rather than echoed it.

Another crack echoed closer this time.

Daniel straightened slowly.

“Hello?” he called.

No answer came.

The torchlight swept shakily across trunks blackened by rain. Thick roots twisted through the earth like veins. For several seconds he saw nothing at all.

Then the figure appeared.

Tall.

Motionless.

Standing between the trees perhaps thirty yards from the roadside.

At first Daniel assumed it was simply another tree trunk distorted by darkness and exhaustion. But then lightning flashed across the sky.

And for a brief instant he saw it clearly.

A man.

Or something shaped vaguely like one.

Far too tall. Its limbs looked unnaturally long beneath what appeared to be some kind of dark coat hanging almost to the ground. Daniel could not make out a face. Only pale skin reflecting faintly in the storm.

The figure did not move.

Neither did Daniel.

Rain poured down between them while thunder rolled somewhere across the hills. The figure remained standing perfectly still among the trees, partially concealed behind the trunk of an enormous oak.

Watching him.

Daniel felt a sudden deep instinctive terror unlike anything he had experienced before. Not panic. Something older. More primal. Every nerve in his body screamed at him to get back inside the van immediately.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the forest.

The figure was gone.

Daniel stared into the trees breathing hard. His rational mind instantly searched for explanations. A hunter perhaps. A local standing in the woods for reasons unknown. Exhaustion causing him to misinterpret shadows. Anything except the cold feeling spreading slowly through his chest.

Then he noticed something hanging from a low branch near the roadside.

He approached cautiously.

The object twisted slightly in the rain.

A crude wooden effigy.

It resembled a human body made from sticks tightly bound together with strips of dark animal hide. Small stones had been forced into the head where eyes should have been. A wide smiling mouth had been carved into the wood with disturbing precision.

Daniel stared at it uneasily.

Fresh mud covered the figure.

Meaning someone had placed it there recently.

A distant sound echoed through the trees behind him.

Footsteps.

Slow deliberate footsteps crunching through wet leaves.

Daniel backed away immediately and slammed the bonnet shut before climbing into the van. His hands shook slightly while restarting the engine. The warning light had disappeared entirely now.

For several moments he sat there staring toward the forest.

Nothing moved between the trees anymore.

Yet the feeling of being watched remained overwhelming.

Eventually Daniel drove away, convincing himself the entire experience had been the product of exhaustion and stress. By dawn he had almost managed to believe it completely.

Then he reached the forestry station.

And hanging beside the entrance gate was another effigy identical to the one he had found in the storm.
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THE RED MARKERS

The forestry station sat on the edge of Wychwood like something abandoned long before Daniel arrived there.

The main building had once served as a ranger outpost decades earlier, though years of storms and neglect had left the structure sagging beneath damp rot and moss. The roof bowed slightly in the middle. Rust stained the gutters. Several upstairs windows had been boarded shut from the inside for reasons nobody explained. Beyond the station stretched endless woodland disappearing beneath rolling hills and low grey skies.

Daniel noticed immediately how quiet the place felt.

Not peaceful quiet.

Dead quiet.

No birdsong came from the trees surrounding the station. No distant animal calls. Even the wind seemed strangely muted once it crossed into the forest itself. Only the occasional creaking of branches disturbed the silence, and even those sounds carried an odd hollow quality that unsettled him more than he cared to admit.

A battered green Land Rover stood outside beside piles of cut timber slick with rainwater. Three men smoked beneath the overhang near the entrance as Daniel parked the van nearby. All of them looked older than him by at least fifteen years. Thick coats. Mud-covered boots. Weathered faces hardened by decades outdoors.

None smiled when he approached.

“You Mercer?” one finally asked.

Daniel nodded.

The man introduced himself as Alan Doran, the station supervisor. Tall and broad-shouldered despite his age, Alan carried himself with the slow careful movements of someone permanently exhausted. Deep lines marked his face, and his eyes constantly wandered toward the forest while speaking as though checking something remained where it should be.

The other two workers barely introduced themselves at all.

Patrick Reed looked perpetually nervous, chain-smoking one cigarette after another while avoiding eye contact. Graham Shaw was quieter still, a heavily built man whose expression never seemed to change. Daniel quickly noticed neither man ventured far from the station buildings despite the work schedules posted nearby.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
NATHAN HARROW





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





