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INTRODUCTION
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In the shadow of the Scarborough Bluffs, a legend persists about Thomas Finch, a hiker who vanished in the early 1800s while searching for treasure. Rumor has it his ghost, along with that of Dame Simcoe, still haunt the area. Daniel, a tech-savvy urban explorer, sets out to debunk this myth. He gathers his friends Ben and Olivia to explore the Bluffs and prove the story is a fabrication. Olivia, a history student, is eager to uncover more about Finch and Dame Simcoe, while Ben is reluctant but intrigued by the mystery. As they embark on their hike using old maps and historical accounts, an eerie atmosphere envelops them. Olivia shares tales of Dame Simcoe, heightening their unease. When they discover a hidden cave entrance matching Finch’s journal entries, Daniel insists on entering despite Ben's warnings.

––––––––
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Inside the cave, strange occurrences unsettle the group—disembodied whispers and flickering lights chill the air. Daniel dismisses these as natural phenomena, but Ben grows increasingly fearful. They stumble upon Finch's long-lost camp and fragments of his journal that reveal his descent into madness and a deal made with Dame Simcoe. The group becomes separated when Ben panics after a hallucination of Finch and flees deeper into the cave. Meanwhile, Daniel and Olivia investigate a mysterious inscription on the wall but lose track of Ben. They encounter Dame Simcoe’s ghostly figure making cryptic pronouncements about protecting the "treasure" and punishing those who violate the Bluffs. Ben has a terrifying encounter with Finch's tormented ghost reliving his final moments of despair and pleading for help. However, Finch’s madness renders his directions incoherent.
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Daniel and Olivia find Ben deeply shaken but unharmed. Together they attempt to escape as paranormal activity intensifies around them. Olivia realizes that the treasure isn't physical but instead represents a legacy of pain tied to the land. She tries to appease Dame Simcoe by acknowledging the Bluffs' history and suffering. This revelation draws Finch’s ghost back to them; seeking redemption, he guides them through a hidden passage leading out of the cave before they can be trapped forever. Reaching the surface leaves them forever changed—Daniel sheds his skepticism; Ben is traumatized; Olivia feels enlightened yet saddened by their experience. As they leave behind the silent Bluffs, Dame Simcoe's faint whisper drifts on the wind—a reminder that some legends are best left undisturbed. The fate of the treasure remains ambiguous, suggesting that what was buried stays buried.
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CHAPTER 1
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Daniel Everett’s apartment wasn’t the worst place to film a YouTube segment—so long as the camera framed out the dirty dishes and the second-hand exercise bike. He’d managed to turn a patch of his living room into what he called “The Command Bunker”: a three-meter strip crowded with LED panels, flexi-tripods, a patchwork green screen, and a desktop littered with more gear than some small newsrooms. The walls had vanished behind a procession of Scarborough Bluffs memorabilia: oversize vintage maps curling at the corners, a photo of the escarpment’s ragged edge mid-winter, a watercolor print of Dame Simcoe herself, eyes sharp beneath her lace bonnet. Daniel’s collection of Bluffs detritus looked like someone had mugged a museum gift shop.

––––––––
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He moved through the cluster like a surgeon: ring light on, bounce board angled, lens cap off and clipped to his belt. The wireless lav clipped beneath his chin, receiver patched into the DSLR. He checked the monitor—white balance still a little blue, but his followers liked the ghostly tint for episodes like this. He flattened a stack of notes, one hand scrolling through the bullet points on his waterproof tablet, the other reorganizing a row of props along the desktop—brass compass, replica lantern, EMF reader with custom decals, and a plastic human femur he’d bought as a joke but now used to point at maps.
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He took a breath. The glow from the ring light washed out the right side of his face, picking up the fine, half-healed scar along his jaw. Perfect. He hit record, let the camera blink its two-second buffer, and started.
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“Hey everyone, Daniel here, and welcome back to Myth vs. Method, your weekly dose of facts, fieldwork, and the science behind the stories.” He shifted, instantly in host-mode: eyebrows up, mouth set in a confident half-smile, hands splaying on the desk like he was about to deliver a TED Talk. “Today, I’m tackling one of Toronto’s most persistent urban legends: the Ghosts of the Bluffs.”

––––––––
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He swiveled, gesturing at the backdrop—a blown-up historical etching of the Bluffs, dramatic with fog and a lone figure standing at the cliff’s edge. “For two centuries, people have claimed the Scarborough Bluffs are haunted. Most famous of these is the story of Thomas Finch, a surveyor who disappeared in 1813 while looking for ‘hidden treasure’ rumored to be buried somewhere along the ridge. He left behind only a cryptic map and a journal full of... let’s say, some pretty questionable handwriting.” Daniel flashed a close-up of the facsimile journal to camera, careful to hold it just long enough for the comment trolls to zoom and screenshot.
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“And then there’s Dame Simcoe, alleged ghost queen of the cliffs. If you believe the local legends—and judging by the views on my last Bluffs video, a lot of you do—her spirit patrols the shoreline at night, searching for trespassers and lost souls.” He cocked his head, eyebrow lifting in practiced skepticism. “So what’s really going on here? Are the Bluffs a supernatural hotspot, or are we just dealing with bad visibility, unstable ground, and a lot of bored teenagers?”

––––––––
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He leaned forward, dropping his voice to conspiratorial. “You know my stance—I don’t buy the ghost angle. Not until I see hard evidence. And that’s what tonight’s expedition is all about. I’m heading out with the latest in field sensors—” he panned across the EMF reader, a slim-line infrared camera, and an ultra-portable gas analyzer, “—to put these stories to the test. No jump scares. No spirit boards. Just data.”

––––––––
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He straightened, tone shifting from chum-in-the-bar to professor-at-the-lectern. “Let’s start with the basics. Finch’s last known location was the Caldwell’s Point overlook, where he claimed to see lights flickering above the lake. We’ve got atmospheric records for that week in 1813: heavy fog, high barometric pressure, and an ice storm the night before he vanished. I’ve pulled the local land surveys from the U of T archives. If Finch was hunting for treasure, he wasn’t doing it blind.”
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He slid the replica map across the desk. Aged paper, coffee-stained for effect, with a red grease pencil X marking the supposed spot. “I’ve spent the last month cross-referencing this with modern GIS data. Spoiler alert: there’s nothing physically unusual about the site. But—” he waggled a finger, “—that’s not stopping people from seeing things. Last winter alone, there were three reported ‘apparitions’ near the caves below the Point. All three witnesses described a ‘man in old-time clothes’ and ‘bells or chains rattling.’ Sound familiar?” Daniel let the silence sit, inviting his future viewers to argue in the comments.
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He palmed the femur pointer, knocking it gently against the desk. “Here’s what we’re going to do. First, a controlled night hike to Finch’s coordinates. Second, a sweep of the caves with multi-spectral video and EMF—just in case. Third, a deep dive into the physical evidence. Spores, air particulates, any trace anomalies. Because if there’s something weird up there, it’s not going to be a ghost. It’ll be a data point.”
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He smiled, warmth flickering through the brisk cadence. “I’m not here to scare you—I’m here to find the facts. And if a 200-year-old ghost shows up, well, he’s getting the full diagnostic treatment.” Daniel’s voice softened a touch, a flicker of genuine excitement behind the sarcasm. “Livestream kicks off at sunset. I’ll update from the field. Until then—keep your brains on, and your boots dry.”

––––––––
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He killed the feed, exhaled, and let his arms drop to his sides. The room seemed to shrink back to its actual size; the camera, the props, the self-assuredness—back in their places, ready for tomorrow’s expedition. Daniel reached over to his laptop, toggled the recording off, and replayed the last minute. The words sounded crisp, the video clean, but he made a mental note to cut the bit where he smirked too wide talking about Dame Simcoe. His audience hated when he came off as smug, and he needed every click he could get. 
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The night outside pressed in against the window, the city’s amber glow diffused by a haze that wouldn’t look out of place in one of Finch’s journal entries. Daniel scanned his desk, checking that each battery was at full charge, every sensor calibrated, every map neatly annotated. He’d need to run the intro a second time—one take with a different shirt, for B-roll—but for now, the prep work was done. All that remained was the field test, and, if he was lucky, a few moments of viral gold.
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Daniel powered down the ring light, unplugged the camera, and let himself savor the anticipation—a thrum in his veins, equal parts adrenaline and caffeine. If there was even a fraction of truth behind the Bluffs legend, he’d be the one to crack it. Not with Ouija boards or grainy night-vision nonsense, but with hard evidence and a clear chain of custody. That was the promise he’d made to his audience, and to himself.
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He flexed his fingers, a nervous tic from his climbing days, and panned the camera one last time over the memorabilia wall. Finch, Simcoe, the spectral unknowns—just stories waiting to be solved. The next time he stood here, he’d have more than a hypothesis. He’d have data, or at least a damn good story.
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[image: ]


Either way, the Bluffs wouldn’t know what hit them.
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When the red LED on Daniel’s camera finally stopped blinking, he let the silence of his apartment settle in. The adrenaline bump of filming always left him wired, but he forced himself through the post-recording ritual: SD card out, footage dumped to hard drive, and a first-glance review in the battered editing suite on his laptop. The screen glowed with dozens of Daniel heads, all talking at once in frozen, fidgeting thumbnails. The effect was less narcissistic than he would have admitted.
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He scrubbed through the fresh take, eyes critical, listening for pops in the audio and watching for the places where he drifted off-script. “Dame Simcoe, alleged ghost queen—” he caught himself rolling his eyes, snorted, and flagged the clip for reshoot. He mumbled, “Keep the ghost queen, lose the smirk. Got it.” In the next shot, he delivered his data spiel with almost military precision. No hand flapping, just facts. Better.

––––––––
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Daniel minimized the preview, tabbed back to his browser, and dove into the real work. He’d left half a dozen PDFs open: a University of Toronto thesis on early Bluffs settlements, two government geological surveys, and an incomplete scan of the Finch journal—complete with marginalia, tea stains, and what looked like a blood droplet but was probably printer ink. He toggled between sources, cross-checking dates and recalculating the timeline of Finch’s disappearance. The historical records never quite lined up, and Daniel could feel the low-grade itch that meant he was onto something.
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His desk was a war zone. Between the laptop and the perimeter of cold coffee mugs, he’d fanned out a stack of topographical maps, annotated with his own scrawl: “UNSTABLE,” “EROSION ZONE,” “POTENTIAL CAVE SYSTEM???” Overlapping those were printouts of old Scarborough Mirror headlines: Hiker Lost in Mist, Bluffs Claim Another. Even in black and white, the melodrama leapt off the page. A battered field guide to Ontario legends lay open, its spine threatening collapse. Every fifth page had a neon sticky tab, and a Post-It note above his monitor read: “Test local humidity, revisit Finch’s last meal.” In Daniel’s world, every rumor was a breadcrumb, and every contradiction a potential payoff.

––––––––
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He yawned, stretched, and checked the time. 10:57 p.m.—late, but not “Daniel Late.” He rolled his neck until it popped, then reached for his phone. The experiment wouldn’t mean much without a control group, and for Daniel, that meant exactly two people.

––––––––
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He thumbed open his texts, found Ben’s thread near the top—last message, a gif of a skeleton reading a book with the caption “me at 2am in the shop.” Daniel smirked and typed: Time to put those ghost stories you sell to the test. Bluffs expedition this weekend? Bring your hiking shoes (and your lucky rabbits foot). He considered adding “No wimps allowed,” but figured Ben’s anxiety was already high enough. Instead, he attached a screenshot of the Finch journal’s weirdest page. The one with the half-legible map and the scrawled line: “She keeps the gate—always the gate.” He hit send.

––––––––
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Next, Olivia. He checked her feed, just to see if she was awake—her last post was a close-up of some colonial ledger, timestamped less than five minutes ago. Perfect. Daniel crafted the pitch with care: Found some historical inconsistencies in the Finch legend. Heading to the Bluffs to investigate. Your history expertise would be invaluable (plus I need someone to keep me honest). He added a winking emoji, then deleted it, worried it would seem unprofessional. He knew Olivia would say yes. She loved a cold case, especially one tangled in local history.
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He tossed the phone onto his desk and leaned back, hands laced behind his head. Ben would grumble and threaten to call in sick. Olivia would try to turn it into a thesis chapter. But Daniel was already thinking three moves ahead: who would carry which sensor, where to stash the backup batteries, how to handle the interview segments without sounding like he was dragging his friends along for clickbait.
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He let himself smile, wide and unguarded. There was no better feeling than the moment before a new hunt—when all the evidence was raw, the explanations unwritten, the truth just a shadow at the edge of the map. Daniel turned back to his notes, began assembling a bulletproof checklist for the Bluffs trip: “thermal drone,” “GoPro for helmet mount,” “emergency power bank,” and, scrawled at the bottom, “get Ben to sign waiver (again).”

––––––––
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Above the clutter, Dame Simcoe watched from her poster, gaze as cool as lake mist. Daniel raised his mug in a silent toast. “Don’t worry, Your Ladyship,” he muttered, “I’ll be polite when I prove you’re just an atmospheric anomaly.”

––––––––
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Satisfied, Daniel plunged back into the archives, chasing the next contradiction. The night was still young, and so was the mystery.
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CHAPTER 2
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The door to Turning Page Books creaked open, and Daniel slipped inside, out of the brittle late-winter air. The warmth hit him first—a musty, papery heat from radiators too old to die and too stubborn to work in silence. Then the smell: a cocktail of old glue, floor wax, and the vanilla undertone of decaying paperbacks. Even before the bell above the door finished chiming, Daniel spotted Ben near the back, perched on a step stool and wrangling an armful of books into an already-sagging shelf. 
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The shop was technically closed—sign flipped to “SORRY, BOOKS RESTING”—but Ben often worked late, restocking or tending to the ever-growing backlog of “Books To Be Filed” that dominated the front counter. Daniel wound his way through the maze of freestanding shelves, dodging a toppled stack of Penguin Classics and a wire display full of faded local trail maps. He called, “I hope you’re not dusting the maps again. It’s a losing battle, man.”
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Ben looked up, his glasses reflecting the fluorescent overheads. “I prefer ‘perpetually postponing defeat.’ Besides, you never know when an archivist will come in and judge me.”

––––––––
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Daniel grinned. “Last time an archivist came in, you offered her a date and a free tote bag.”

––––––––
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Ben groaned, slid off the stool, and landed with a soft thump. “And she took the tote bag. Ouch.” He straightened the hem of his sweater, ran a palm down the front of his shirt—an unconscious tick whenever he felt scrutinized. “You’re here after hours, so either you finally want a copy of ‘Scarborough Legends’ or you need a favor.”

––––––––
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Daniel gave an exaggerated shrug. “Guilty. Actually, both. But mostly the favor.”

––––––––
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Ben set his pile of books down on a rolling cart, dust flying in microbursts as the spines collided. “Let me guess: ghost hunt? Ritual? Some new flavor of near-death experience?” 

––––––––
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“Field study,” Daniel corrected. “Finch and the Bluffs. I’m doing a full sensor sweep at Caldwell’s Point on Friday. I want you as my control group.”

––––––––
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Ben blinked. “Nope,” he said, before Daniel could elaborate. He pulled a rag from his pocket, started fussing at a smear on the glass front of the nearest display case. “Absolutely not. I’m still sore from your last ‘field study.’ That patch of mud nearly cost me my Timberlands and my dignity.”

––––––––
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“You wore loafers,” Daniel pointed out. “And I recall your dignity being mostly intact.”

––––––––
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Ben flinched, eyes flicking up to the narrow transom windows. “The point is, those stories aren’t just stories, Dan. I work here. I read the testimonials, the urban legends, the actual police reports. And you want to go poking at the exact spot where Finch vanished. What’s next, a séance in the middle of the Don Valley?”
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“Hard pass,” Daniel said. He perched himself on a rickety stool by the front desk, folding his arms and letting his host-mode confidence take over. “Look, you know how this works. The legends are always more interesting than the reality. But if we document the hike, debunk the hauntings, you get primo content for your website and I get a killer episode. Plus, you’ll finally have a reason to tell people you’ve set foot outside the city limits.” He grinned, knowing the line would get a rise.

––––––––
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It did. Ben snorted, then muttered, “Says the guy who once got locked in a porta-potty for four hours.” He gave the display case an extra wipe for emphasis, then circled around to the front counter. “You want me to be a sidekick in one of your YouTube specials, just so you can prove ghosts are a misread on barometric pressure. Again. Why can’t you get one of your forum fans to join you?”

––––––––

[image: ]


“Because you,” Daniel said, “are the only person I trust to read a topographic map without flipping it upside down. Also, you have the best local stories, and the guts to admit when you’re scared. Which is, like, ninety percent of the time, but still.”

––––––––
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Ben rolled his eyes. “Flattery’s not working. I have a business to run, rent to pay, and an allergic reaction to the phrase ‘urban exploration.’”

––––––––
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Daniel leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Fine. If you’re so convinced the Bluffs are cursed, wouldn’t you rather go with someone who packs actual emergency supplies? I have three radios, two first aid kits, and a satellite beacon. And, bonus, I’ll let you wear the GoPro.”

––––––––
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Ben hesitated, hand hovering over the lock on the rare-books case. He tapped it three times, paused, then tapped it again for luck. “You’re not going to let this drop, are you?”
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“Not a chance,” Daniel said. He knew the set of Ben’s shoulders when the internal battle was lost.

––––––––
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Ben blew out his cheeks, reached under the counter, and produced a battered field notebook. “If we die, I’m haunting you forever. And I want that on the record.” He flipped to a fresh page, scribbled “DANIEL’S BLUFFS STUNT” in all caps, and underlined it twice. “But we follow safety protocols. To. The. Letter.”
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“Scout’s honor,” Daniel said, and held up three fingers. He’d never been a Scout, but Ben’s rule-following gene was easily placated by ceremony.
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[image: ]


Ben slumped onto the rolling chair behind the counter, as if the decision had drained him. “Great. So what’s the actual plan? Aside from you humiliating me on the internet.”

––––––––
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Daniel reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a spiral-bound set of printouts—maps, photos, even a weather forecast. He unfurled them on the counter with the flourish of a magician revealing a trick deck. “We meet at my place Friday at five. I’ve mapped the least vertical route to Caldwell’s Point. I need you to help run the EMF and take notes on atmospheric readings. Once we get the baseline, we do a quick walk through the caves—just enough to get footage. I’ll handle the narration, you handle not getting us killed.”

––––––––
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Ben eyed the stack warily. “And if something happens? Like, something you can’t explain away with ‘thermal inversion’ or ‘group hysteria’?”

––––––––
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Daniel gave his best reassuring smile. “Then you’ll have my undivided apology, and the exclusive rights to tell the story at every party until you die.”

––––––––
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Ben started to laugh, but it died halfway out. He stared at his hands, fidgeted with a cuticle, then looked up. “You’re really not worried, are you?”
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“Of course I’m worried,” Daniel said, softer. “I just prefer being worried with a plan.” He hesitated, then added, “But I don’t go on these trips without a backup. That’s you, Ben. You’re the backup.”

––––––––
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For a moment, the shop was silent except for the dull thrum of the heater and the slow tick of the ancient wall clock. Then Ben squared his shoulders and said, “Fine. I’ll go. But I draw the line at ouija boards. And if you make me wear a costume, I’m sending you the dry cleaning bill.”
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“No costumes,” Daniel promised, and started gathering his printouts. “But I might make you carry the lantern.”
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Ben groaned. “I’ll need hazard pay. Or at least extra scones at the café tomorrow.”

––––––––
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Daniel shot him a thumbs-up, and then, for good measure, grabbed the nearest copy of “Scarborough Legends” from a cardboard box by the register. “I’ll start with this,” he said, brandishing the paperback. “You want it signed?”
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Ben smirked. “Only if you sign it ‘Skeptical Asshole.’ In all caps.”

––––––––
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Daniel obliged, scrawling his name on the title page and adding a crude ghost doodle. He left the book on the counter, then headed for the exit, already mentally organizing the next round of prep.
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“Hey, Dan?” Ben called as the door swung shut behind him.
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“Yeah?”

––––––––
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“Don’t get lost up there. I need you to film my eulogy if I die in a landslide.”

––––––––
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Daniel laughed, saluted with the paperback, and stepped into the chill night, the certainty of the coming adventure warming him far more than the city’s tepid wind.

––––––––
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Behind him, Ben began checking the locks on every display case, twice.
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The University of Toronto’s Robarts Library café didn’t look like much from the outside: beige brick, two stories of frosted glass, and a sandwich board advertising “Croissants and Cold Brew—Midterm Survival Pack!” But inside, the air pulsed with the nervous energy of undergrads and the competing aromas of burnt espresso and lemon-scented sanitizer. Daniel spotted Olivia instantly—she’d claimed a corner table, strategic command post for observing both the door and the barista counter, and already filled the tabletop with a mosaic of notebooks, highlighters, and her battered laptop.
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Olivia was easy to pick out in any crowd. Her hair, in a thick auburn braid, doubled as a warning flag for anyone attempting to breach her perimeter of personal space. She wore her usual fieldwork uniform: black turtleneck under a waxed-canvas jacket, corduroy skirt over battered hiking boots. A stack of old file folders peeked from her leather bag, and she was already mid-scribble when Daniel arrived.
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He grabbed a coffee—straight black, to save himself the heartache of campus milk foam—and made his way over, waving at her through the half-glazed wall of books and papers.
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“Daniel!” she said, eyes bright behind her wire frames. “You’re two minutes late. I was starting to think the Bluffs got you.”

––––––––
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He dropped into the seat across from her, trying not to upset the delicate balancing act of open books and color-coded sticky notes. “You’re the only person I know who measures time like a nuclear clock. Do you sleep, or just run on academic anxiety?”
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Olivia grinned, then immediately looked contrite. “Sorry, sorry. I’ve been deep in the archives all morning and I’m—well, I’m hyped.” She capped her pen, fidgeted with the ends of her braid, then pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “So. What’s your hypothesis?”

––––––––
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Daniel pulled out his waterproof tablet, but Olivia was already flipping through her notebook. “Let me guess: you’re going to debunk the ghost angle by recreating Finch’s last hike and proving he was just an idiot lost in bad weather?”
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He smirked. “That’s part of it. But I want to test the story at the source—Caldwell’s Point. Sweep the caves, get baseline atmospheric data, see if the legends hold up to modern tech.”

––––––––
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Olivia’s entire demeanor brightened. She slapped a page of her notes, sending a small cloud of sticky flags airborne. “This is perfect! I’ve got references to three different surveyors losing their way out there, all during the same seasonal fog cycle. I even found a letter from Dame Simcoe complaining about ‘the hauntings’ distracting her staff. If we can get field evidence to support the idea that the Bluffs disorient people—”
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“—then the myth has a material explanation,” Daniel finished. “You see why I wanted you on this?”
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She looked genuinely touched, then recovered with academic briskness. “Fieldwork. This is exactly what my thesis needs—complement the archival research, get some real data. I’ll start packing gear tonight.”

––––––––
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Daniel leaned back, sipping his coffee. “You realize this means hiking at night, possibly through mud and angry raccoons.”

––––––––
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“Child’s play,” Olivia said, eyes sparkling. “I did my undergrad at McMaster. We had mutant raccoons.”

––––––––
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She rifled through her folders, pulling out several grainy black-and-white photographs. “Here,” she said, handing them to Daniel. “Finch’s original journal entries. See that margin?” She tapped the image, finger landing just below a spidery annotation. “It’s not just coordinates—it’s a cipher. Finch believed Dame Simcoe had hidden a code in the land grants. The man was obsessed.”

––––––––
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Daniel studied the photo, impressed. “Did you crack it?”
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She hesitated, biting her lip. “Not yet. But if we get access to the actual rock face, I might be able to compare the symbols. There’s a matching pattern in the surveyor’s office at Fort York. I’ve got permission to photograph it next week.”

––––––––
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Daniel’s skepticism softened a notch. “You really don’t mess around.”
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Olivia’s cheeks flushed, but she shook her head. “No, I do not. My advisor thinks I’m chasing shadows, but if I can document a continuous thread from Simcoe to Finch to modern day, it’s a game-changer for my dissertation.”
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“Not to mention great TV,” Daniel said. “I’m live-streaming the whole thing.”
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She raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to make a spectacle of yourself, aren’t you?”
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“That’s the plan,” Daniel said, flashing his YouTube host grin. “But I promise to treat your research with dignity. No ghost-busting montages. Well, maybe one.”
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Olivia laughed—a crisp, clear sound that made Daniel realize how rare it was to see her actually relax. “Deal. But I want final cut on the historical sections.”
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“Done. As long as you keep Ben from running away at the first sign of ‘supernatural interference.’”
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She waved a hand dismissively. “He’ll be fine. I’ll bring extra granola bars. And my uncle’s camping stove, in case we need emergency tea.”
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Daniel started to say something else, but Olivia was already flipping to a new page in her notebook, jotting down “Livestream logistics—battery pack, permissions, emergency tea.” He watched her for a second, then looked around the room. The café’s hum had settled into background static, and for a brief moment, the world outside seemed very far away.
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He finished his coffee and gathered his things. “I’ll send you the route tonight. We meet at my place, five sharp. Ben’s in, and you’re officially the chief historian.”
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Olivia nodded, beaming. “I’ll bring the cave maps. And cookies. Ben seems like the type who responds well to cookies.”
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“You have no idea,” Daniel said, laughing as he stood to leave.
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She started packing her folders with military precision, but stopped just as Daniel reached the door. “Hey,” she called, her voice softer now. “Thanks for including me. I know I get... intense.”
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Daniel shrugged, smiling. “That’s the point, Liv. I only do these things with people who care.”
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She grinned, then slipped her notebook into her bag and disappeared into the swarm of students, already onto the next task. Daniel watched her go, feeling unexpectedly buoyed. He checked the time: still early, plenty of hours left to fine-tune the plan.
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He headed back outside, the cold hitting him with a slap of reality, but his mind was already a day ahead—mapping the trail, imagining the story, plotting how to catch the perfect moment of myth meeting method. Olivia would be prepared, Ben would be hilarious, and if Daniel was right, they’d bring back something no one else had—a real answer. Or at least a better question.
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Either way, it was going to make one hell of a show.
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CHAPTER 3
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Daniel had insisted on a hard start time—five on the dot, just as the sun began its slow retreat over the city. They met at his apartment, where he distributed thermal base layers, granola bars, and headlamps with the efficiency of a scoutmaster prepping for a lunar eclipse. Olivia showed up wearing hiking boots she’d broken in on archaeological digs, and a messenger bag overflowing with folders. Ben wore the same Timberlands from last year’s “failed adventure,” plus a layer of visible dread. If he’d owned a headlamp, he would have worn it over his beanie, but he settled for a loaner that Daniel strapped to his skull like a high-visibility crown.
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They drove east in Daniel’s ancient Subaru, Olivia navigating from the passenger seat while Ben griped from the back. The streets grew emptier, the city’s glow blurring at the margins until only scattered subdivisions and half-lit strip malls marked their progress. Daniel hummed along to the radio—news segments broken up by weather updates and, in a flourish of local color, a call-in show about “haunted hotspots of the GTA.”
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At the first mention of the Bluffs, Olivia grinned. “Instant validation,” she said, tapping the dash. “Even the drive is on-theme.”
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Daniel reached for his coffee. “Local media loves a ghost story. It’s the only thing that outpaces the real estate bubble.”
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Ben leaned forward between the seats. “You know, the Bluffs are technically a geological graveyard. The whole thing’s made of crumbling clay, fossil layers, and the bones of unfortunate hikers.”
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Olivia, voice bright: “Don’t forget the remains of Finch, theoretically.”
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“Right,” Ben muttered, “theory. Or whatever’s left after two hundred years of mudslides.”
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Daniel cut in: “We’re not looking for remains. Just a solid case study in how myths start.” He signaled, took a right onto a side street marked only by a battered sign and an alarming drop in street lamp density.
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The parking lot at the trailhead was empty, save for a white van dusted in the municipal logo and a scattering of broken beer bottles. Daniel killed the engine. The sudden silence felt theatrical.
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He stepped out, stretched, and began distributing gear. “We start on the main ridge, then cut across to Finch’s last marker. I’ve flagged every trail fork. Worst case, we backtrack.”
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Ben stared into the treeline, where the path disappeared into a wedge of shadow. “I give us two hours before the first hallucination,” he said.
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Olivia shouldered her bag. “My guess is twenty minutes for the first ‘paranormal’ event, and fifty for the rational explanation.”
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Daniel checked the GPS, satisfied. “Ready?”
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No one answered, so he started walking. The others fell in behind, boots crunching on frozen ground.
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The trail began as a winding access road, wide enough for a small truck. Olivia read from her phone as they walked: “The original Scarborough bluffs were named in 1793 by Elizabeth Simcoe—wife of John Graves Simcoe—because they reminded her of the Yorkshire coastline.” She glanced at Ben, who was already lagging. “Did you know that?”
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Ben managed a shrug. “My uncle called them the ‘Erosion Zone.’ Said they eat dogs and teenagers every year.”
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Daniel snorted. “Your uncle sounds like the source of ninety percent of local folklore.”
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Ben shrugged again. “He owned a convenience store on Kingston Road. He saw things.”
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As they left the access road, the trail narrowed, forcing them single-file. Daniel led, GPS in one hand, compass and map in the other. Olivia trailed close, pausing to jot notes in a pocket Moleskine. Ben, last in line, kept scanning the woods, hands shoved in his pockets, shoulders hunched.
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They passed a sign warning of “UNSTABLE GROUND—KEEP TO MARKED PATHS.” Daniel took a photo for the video. “Bluffs are always shifting,” he said, half to himself. “Almost like the land wants to swallow its own history.”
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Olivia brightened at that. “There’s a whole genre of colonial writing obsessed with the landscape as a living thing,” she said. “Finch’s journal calls the Bluffs ‘hungry, treacherous, and prone to concealment.’” She fished a photocopy from her bag and read: “‘Each day the horizon rearranges itself, and I feel the land’s memory growing short.’”
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Ben shivered. “Or he was just really lost.”
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The trail curved abruptly left, dropping away into dense brush. The city vanished behind a wall of naked trees and chattering chickadees. Olivia stopped at a fork, consulting her own printout. “Finch’s entry from March 14th puts him at the ‘Point of Three Ways.’ Should be right about... here.”
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Daniel compared the map. “If Finch was using magnetic bearings, the margin for error is a couple degrees. Plus, his notes were probably drunk-scribbled.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Ben, eyes darting: “So we’re trusting the navigation skills of a guy who got famous for not making it back?”
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Daniel ignored him, pressing forward. “It’s about the process. Finch thought there was something out here, and we’re testing the claim, like scientists. Or at least like YouTubers who want to avoid lawsuits.”
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The undergrowth thickened, brown stalks clawing at their jackets. The slope steepened, clay and stones bleeding out from beneath mats of frozen leaves. Ben slipped twice, catching himself on thin branches that snapped off in his grip. He muttered, “Why does every ‘easy hike’ with you turn into a bushwhack?”
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Daniel laughed. “You wanted to see the real Bluffs, not the tourist version.”
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Olivia, undeterred, pointed to a tangle of roots at the base of a sagging tree. “Finch’s journal mentions ‘the great upturned hand of the forest.’ Is that...?” She knelt, brushing aside leaves to reveal a fist-sized chunk of granite veined with black, roots curled around it like fingers.
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Daniel crouched, photographing it from three angles. “Cool, but not supernatural.”
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Olivia traced the rock. “Maybe not, but the symbolism lines up.”
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Ben, already pale, looked ready to bolt. “Can we not do this on a slope? I don’t want to be the next cautionary tale.”
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They continued, the path narrowing further, boxed in by saplings and thorn. At each step, Ben catalogued the possible hazards—mud patches, loose stone, even the occasional low branch he dubbed “nature’s tripwire.” Daniel kept up a running commentary for the camera, switching between cheerful explanations of glacial history and jabs at the “overactive imaginations” of early settlers.
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The sun dropped, the light filtering through the canopy in weak, horizontal bands. The air grew colder, damp with the promise of thaw but still carrying the bitterness of March. Birdsong faded, replaced by the distant rush of waves against the cliff base.
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They reached a shelf of exposed clay, the path barely a meter wide. To the left, a vertical wall of roots and dirt; to the right, a sharp drop into bramble-choked ravine. Daniel tested the footing. “Just watch your step. These ledges are solid, but you want to keep three points of contact.”
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Ben eyed the drop. “If I fall, delete my browser history.”
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Olivia snorted, then pointed ahead. “Is that one of the markers?” Ten meters on, a battered steel spike jutted from the ground, its head flattened by decades of frost and vandals.
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Daniel grinned. “Finch’s original survey line. GPS matches.” He ran a gloved finger along the post, reading the faded letters: “YORK REGISTRY 1812.” Olivia photographed it, then read from her printout. “Finch claimed that from here, ‘the lake appears as an eye, forever watching the upland.’”
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Ben shifted uneasily. “Eyes are for seeing. Or being seen. I vote we move on.”
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They pressed deeper. The trees grew taller, their trunks close enough to block the wind, but the darkness between them seemed to ripple with something else—an uncertainty, a waiting. Daniel rolled his eyes at Ben’s jumpiness, but even he caught himself glancing back at the path, as if expecting a shadow to slip past just out of frame.
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At the next fork, the air felt different. The path diverged: one branch climbed to a windswept overlook, the other dipped sharply into the wooded hollow. Daniel called a halt, checked the GPS, then the compass, then the map. Olivia crowded in, her breath making soft clouds in the chill. Ben stood off, scanning the trees, tapping a foot with nervous impatience.
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Olivia pointed. “According to Finch, the overlook is a dead end. But the hollow...” She trailed off, searching the notes. “He wrote, ‘The woman’s voice is clearest beneath the ground. Beware the hollow, for the gate is thin.’”
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Daniel scoffed, “Victorian melodrama. He was probably freezing and delirious.”
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Ben said nothing, but his eyes stayed fixed on the hollow, pupils dilated, jaw tight.
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Daniel checked the GPS again. “It’s only a hundred meters. We go down, mark the cave entrance, and backtrack. Simple.”
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Ben hesitated. “Do we have to?”
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Daniel smirked. “You’re welcome to wait here. If anything attacks, scream in Morse code.”
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Olivia started down the hollow. “I’ll go first. I want to see if the cave lines up with Finch’s bearings.”
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Reluctantly, Ben followed, grumbling, “I’d rather be ghosted than mauled by raccoons.”
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The descent was muddy, their boots carving gullies into the softening clay. The air cooled further, and the silence settled in—no wind, no birds, only their footsteps and the rasp of breath. Even Daniel had to admit, it was unsettling.
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At the bottom, the path leveled off into a dense thicket. Olivia stopped, holding up a hand. “Listen.”
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They did. For a moment, nothing—then the faintest sound, almost a voice, but it was just water trickling over stone. Daniel exhaled. “Hydrology. The hill channels runoff into the ravine. Sound carries weird out here.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Ben hugged himself. “It’s not the sound. It’s the air. Feels like someone’s watching us.”
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Daniel rolled his eyes. “This is exactly why these ghost stories persist. People let their imaginations run wild out here.”
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But even as he said it, he checked the treeline again.
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They pushed forward, the path closing in, branches scraping their jackets. Olivia paused to take a rubbing of a strange mark on a birch—three vertical lines, carved deep. “Finch mentioned tree symbols,” she said, voice low. “He said the woman left signs for him to follow.”
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Daniel was about to reply, but Ben spoke first: “We should keep moving. I really don’t like it here.”
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For once, Daniel didn’t argue.
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They pressed on, the last of the sun filtering through the canopy as a thin, red line. The woods grew darker, the path less certain, and every so often, Daniel had to admit—if only to himself—that the air did feel charged, like before a storm.
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But he said nothing, just kept walking, scanning the shadows for data.
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If there was an answer out here, he’d find it. He just hoped he’d want it when he did.
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The air grew stranger with every step.
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At first, the only real difference was the light—a thick, greenish gloom pooling between the trees, making it feel later than it was. The birds, already quiet, fell silent in an instant, as if a switch had been thrown. Ben noticed first. “Where’d the chickadees go?”

––––––––

[image: ]


“Predator nearby,” Daniel said, though his voice didn’t quite carry its usual certainty.
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Olivia, engrossed in her journal, didn’t look up. “Could be owl territory. They hunt at dusk.”
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But even as she spoke, a flock of sparrows broke from a thicket, burst overhead, then vanished. After that, nothing. Not even the wind moved the branches. The silence pressed in, dense and absolute, broken only by the crunch of boots on frost.
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They’d left behind any pretense of a marked trail. Daniel checked the GPS every few meters, but the tree cover scrambled the signal. He squinted at the screen, then at the map, and finally at the lay of the land, triangulating the old-fashioned way. Each time, he told himself he was still in control.
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“Should be fifty meters to the ridge,” he announced, but the terrain disagreed. The hollow deepened, funnelling them downwards, the ground softening with every step. The walls of the ravine rose higher, clay cliffs slick with meltwater. Daniel checked the GPS again. It spun for a moment, then settled on a coordinate that matched Finch’s infamous “lost journal” entry.
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He felt a tingle of triumph—until Ben grabbed his sleeve.
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“Did you see that?” Ben whispered.
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Daniel followed Ben’s gaze, but saw only layered shadows and a few stubborn patches of snow. “No. What?”
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“Left, near the big root.” Ben’s voice had gone thin. “Something moved.”
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Daniel looked again, more to humor him than anything, but still—something seemed off about the way the trees lined up, the way the gloom twisted behind them. He turned, took three deliberate steps towards the root, and poked it with his hiking pole.
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A squirrel shot out, chittering. Ben flinched hard enough to lose his footing. Daniel smirked, “Your survival instincts are remarkable, but I think we’re safe from squirrels.”
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But the joke felt flat in the silence.
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Olivia had knelt near a patch of dark earth, comparing the journal’s sketch to the marks in the dirt. “This matches Finch’s drawing almost exactly,” she said, voice hushed. “He described the ground as ‘disturbed, as though something sought to rise and failed.’”
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Ben eyed the earth. “Or as if something was recently buried.”
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“Or the frost heaved it,” Daniel said, but he could tell no one was buying the explanation, not even himself. The ground was oddly lumpy, as though things beneath it had shifted during the night.
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They pushed on, following Olivia’s instincts now as much as Daniel’s mapping. The ravine funneled them towards a dense copse of birch, their white trunks spectral in the dimming light. Here, Daniel noticed the smell—wet clay, and something else, a metallic tang that stung the nose.
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At the edge of the birch cluster, Olivia stopped, held up a hand. “Listen.”
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At first, nothing. Then a faint thumping, so deep it seemed to come from inside the earth. Not rhythm, exactly, but repeated, irregular. Daniel pressed his foot into the mud, testing. “Subsurface water,” he guessed, but it sounded wrong even as he said it.
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Ben shook his head. “I hate this. I hate this so much.”
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But Olivia looked exhilarated. “Finch said the ground ‘spoke with a heartbeat all its own.’”
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They skirted the trees, picking their way around tangled roots. Daniel caught movement on the periphery—a branch, trembling. But there was no wind, not even a breeze. He paused, called it out: “Did anyone else see that?” This time, both Ben and Olivia nodded, uneasy.
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They converged at a clearing, the ground oddly flat and dry. In the center, leaning at a drunken angle, stood a wooden surveyor’s marker—weathered, half-rotted, but unmistakably old. Olivia ran to it, careful not to disturb the soil around its base.
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She traced the letters carved into the post: “YRK—1813.”

––––––––

[image: ]


“This is it,” she breathed. “Finch’s marker. It survived.”
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Ben hovered at the edge of the clearing. “Okay, we found it. Can we go?”

––––––––

[image: ]


Daniel circled the marker, documenting it from all sides. “We need to get a core sample for the channel,” he said, less because it mattered than because routine felt safer.
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Ben’s eyes never left the woods. “You’re not listening. This place is wrong, Dan. It’s not just the marker, it’s—” He stopped, groping for words. “I feel like we’re being watched. Or stalked. Or—”
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Daniel shook his head. “There’s nothing out here but us and the odd raccoon. The weirdness is psychological. Finch probably had cabin fever.”
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Olivia, still by the marker, interrupted: “The journal says he saw a woman in gray, standing between the trees, ‘arms long as branches, eyes lit with cold fire.’” She smiled, a little embarrassed. “I know it’s a metaphor, but it does read like a classic haunting.”
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Ben winced. “Can we please go back?”
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But Olivia crouched, fascinated by a set of scratch marks on the marker’s base—three vertical lines, repeating the birch carvings from earlier. “This matches exactly,” she said, excited. “It’s a pattern, a signature.”
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Daniel tried to argue, but a new thumping—louder now—echoed through the ground. Ben jerked upright. “That is not water. That is not normal.”
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Before Daniel could answer, Olivia gasped. She’d found another mark, a sigil carved into the wood—crude, but unmistakably deliberate.
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Ben started backing away, scanning the perimeter. “It’s getting closer.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Daniel squared his shoulders, ready to make a speech about mass hysteria, but the words stuck. The air had grown colder, somehow, and the gloom was thick enough to choke.
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Suddenly, a branch snapped behind them. Not the quick, brittle pop of a falling twig, but the dry, sharp CRACK of something heavy moving through dead wood.
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Everyone froze.
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The thumping intensified, then stopped. A gust of wind—out of nowhere—ripped through the clearing, sending leaves and old snow swirling.

––––––––

[image: ]


Ben muttered, “This is how people die in horror movies.”
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Daniel wanted to laugh, but instead found himself scanning the tree line, pulse racing.
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Olivia, voice tremulous: “The next marker is only a few minutes further. Finch’s final entry said, ‘At the second post, I saw her. She warned me: turn back or lose yourself to the bluffs.’”
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A second branch snapped, closer now.
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Daniel glanced at Olivia, then at Ben. He wanted to say something comforting, but instead said, “Let’s move. Now.”
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They hurried back to the hollow’s path, all pretense of scientific detachment gone.
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As they passed the birches, Daniel looked back. In the half-light, just for a second, he thought he saw something between the trees—a pale shape, impossibly tall, arms thin and branchlike, face obscured by a gray cowl.
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He blinked. It was gone.
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But the woods behind them were suddenly alive with noise—branches creaking, leaves rattling, as if the entire forest was shaking itself awake.
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They didn’t stop to document anything else.
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Only when they reached the safety of the open ridge did Daniel allow himself to breathe. He looked at Ben and Olivia, saw his own fear mirrored back, and forced a smile.
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“See?” he said, voice brittle. “Nothing to worry about. Just local legend, right?”
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But no one answered.
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The last rays of sun caught the top of the Bluffs, painting them blood-red.
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Behind them, in the woods, something thumped—slow, and heavy, and patient.
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They stopped only when their lungs burned and the woods thinned enough to let the sky back in. The clearing was little more than a patch of dead grass ringed with stunted pines, the ground sloping sharply towards the frozen marsh below. Ben collapsed against the nearest tree, arms wrapped tight across his chest, eyes fixed on the darkness they’d left behind.
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Daniel counted off a minute, two, waiting for his heart to settle before he spoke. “Okay. Let’s do a status check.”
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Olivia didn’t answer; she was already unpacking the battered journal photocopies and arranging them in sequence on a flat boulder. Her hands shook just slightly as she smoothed each page.
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Ben shook his head. “No status. No check. We’re done. This is where we call it, Dan. I don’t care if you get a million views—whatever’s out there wants us gone.”
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Daniel forced a laugh. It didn’t land. “Look, it’s a bluff. The woods do this—mess with your sense of direction, your nerves. That thumping was probably a tree falling.”
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“No,” Ben said, voice hard. “No way. That was something following us.” He pointed at Daniel with a trembling finger. “And don’t even start with the ‘mass hysteria’ thing. I know what I heard.”
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Olivia, ever the mediator, looked up from her papers. “It’s possible both of you are right,” she said. “There’s evidence the Bluffs amplify sound, especially in the cold. But—” She hesitated, eyes flicking to the edge of the woods. “The marker, the carvings, the cold—it all matches Finch’s account. We’re not imagining that.”
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Ben didn’t reply. He stared at his boots, jaw grinding.
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Daniel pulled out his tablet and forced himself through the motions: GPS log, atmospheric readings, a slow pan of the clearing for the video. But his hands were damp, the usual confidence replaced by a creeping certainty that the experiment had already spun out of control. He checked the GPS again, just to have something to say. “We’re less than a hundred meters from the cave. If Finch’s map is right, there’s an opening on the other side of this marsh.”
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Ben swore under his breath. “You can go alone. I’m staying right here.”
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Olivia rolled up the journal pages, tucking them into her bag. “Finch wrote that the ‘veil is thin at the water’s edge, and that the Lady waits for those who linger.’” She looked at Daniel, then at Ben, then down the slope towards the shadowed marsh. “If we want the answer, we have to cross.”
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No one moved.
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A breeze cut through the clearing, cold enough to raise goosebumps. Daniel glanced at Ben, then Olivia. “Five minutes,” he said. “We document the site, then we’re out. Full retreat. You can even do the outro.”
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Ben barked a laugh, but it was hollow. “If I live, I’m demanding royalties.”
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Daniel led the way, picking a line that skirted the worst of the marsh. Olivia followed close, eyes on the terrain, headlamp catching each uneven dip. Ben trailed, feet dragging, head on a swivel.
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The air grew colder as they approached the water. The reeds, flattened by snow, crunched underfoot. At the far edge, a break in the earth revealed a narrow seam—just wide enough for a person to squeeze through. Daniel recognized it instantly: the cave mouth Finch had described. It looked less like an entrance than a wound.
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He pulled out his phone and snapped a photo. The flash lit up the mouth, and for a heartbeat, Daniel swore he saw something inside—a pale suggestion of movement, quickly gone.
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Olivia edged closer, peering into the dark. “Finch said he saw her here,” she murmured. “He wrote that her voice was like wind over water, telling him to turn back.”
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Ben refused to approach. “I don’t care what voices he heard, I’m not going in.”
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Daniel set his jaw. “No one’s going in. We just need a soil sample, maybe a temperature reading.”
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But as he crouched at the entrance, phone in one hand, scoop in the other, the cold intensified. His breath fogged in front of him, thick and white. The air in the cave pulsed, as if something breathed just behind the threshold.
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“Get it and go,” Ben pleaded, voice shrill.
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Daniel scraped a bit of mud from the lip, sealed it in a bag, and stood. “Done. See? Not so hard.” He tried to smile, but his teeth chattered.
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Olivia lingered, scanning the rocks. “There’s something else.” She reached for her phone, comparing the journal’s map to the cave’s outline. “It’s an exact match. Even the overhang—it’s described as ‘the Lady’s brow.’”
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Ben made a choking noise. “Can we please go?”
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Daniel nodded. “We’re done. I promise.”
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As they turned back, a sudden pressure filled the air—a shift, like the moment before thunder. The reeds flattened, then stood straight as if a gust had passed. From deep in the woods, the thumping started again, closer, more insistent.
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They hurried, no longer pretending it was just nerves. At the clearing, Daniel packed the equipment in record time, fingers stiff with cold.
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But the cold wasn’t natural—it moved with them, a bubble of frost that followed as they scrambled for the trailhead.
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Ben, unable to help himself, looked back. “It’s still there,” he whispered.
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Daniel didn’t ask what he meant. He could feel it, too.
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At the edge of the woods, Olivia paused, looking from Daniel to Ben. “We have to go back. The data, the journal—someone needs to see this. It’s not just myth.”
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