



           The Alluring One
                                      By 
                        Suhr Reele








            INDEX
Epilogue                                    4
Chapter 1                                  16
Chapter 2                                 22            
Chapter 3                                 34
Chapter 4                                 46
Chapter 5                                  52
Chapter 6                                  59
Chapter 7                                  74
Chapter 8                                 85     
Chapter 9                                 97
Chapter 10                              110
Chapter 11                              124
Chapter 12                              135                     
Chapter 13                              143                      
Chapter 14                              152
Chapter 15                              161
Chapter 16                              172
Chapter 17                              179
                   
2

PROLOGUE
The outer camping grounds of Tashagah National Park lay serenely soaked in the soft, warm glow of the waning sunset. Long shadows stretched on the uneven terrain, and so did the gentle rustle of the wind weaving into the canopy of trees-it was almost hypnotic for a backdrop. Perched side by side on a weathered boulder just beyond their neatly pitched tent, a young couple shared a rare, unguarded moment of togetherness. The world around them seemed to shrink, fading into insignificance as if only this intimate slice of time truly mattered.
Each of them held a can of soda in their hands, the faint condensation dampening their fingers, while a portable radio precariously balanced on a nearby rock filled the still air with the catchy, nostalgic hum of mid-80s tunes. The music danced lightly through the tranquil setting, perfectly complementing the easy laughter that bubbled up between them.
The young man leaned back with an effortless, almost cocky smile, his sun-tanned face radiating a quiet, unshakable confidence. His companion nudged him playfully, her laughter spilling out in warm, melodic bursts that mingled with the upbeat music and seemed to make the sunlight linger just a little longer.
"Stop being so modest; you’re incredible, babe!" she teased, her eyes sparkling with playful mischief as they met his.
He shrugged lightly, a little self-deprecating smile pulling across the upper edge of his mouth. "I am just a plain, simple, humble outdoorsman. And that's all. Nothing less, nothing more."
He rolled her eyes with grand flourish but the affection for him came shining through beneath the mock irritation. "Whatever. You got me – me – way out here in the woods. Hiking, camping on two feet and that's not a small time. Pretty amazing, wouldn't you think?
His grin widened, a flash of white teeth gleaming in the sunlight. "Nothing more, nothing less," he repeated with a teasing lilt, clearly enjoying her exasperation.
"Cut it out," she said, jabbing him lightly in the ribs with a grin that mirrored his own. "Say it—you’re amazing. Admit it."
Fine, fine," he said with a chuckle that seemed to warm the cool air. "I'm amazing. There, you happy now? But seriously, it's just experience and preparation. Skill's nothing without those two. Put them together, and you can handle just about anything out here.
"You make it sound so simple," she said, her voice softening into thoughtful curiosity. The teasing edge disappeared as her gaze lingered on his. "Like living off the grid, away from everything, is easy. But it's not, right? Isn't it dangerous out here?"
He reached for her hand, his rough, calloused fingers wrapping gently around hers in a gesture that was equal parts comfort and reassurance. "Danger's just a matter of perspective," he said, his voice steady and grounded, like the earth beneath their feet. "Look at you—your first day out here, and you smashed it on the trails. And that's without knowing all the tricks I've picked up over the years. Trust me, you could last a few days out here, no problem. And with someone like me by your side? You have absolutely nothing to worry about," she said softly, turning into him, her shoulder brushing against his. "You sure know how to spin a good yarn," she said in a voice that was very light with amusement.
"Not a story," he replied with a quick shake of his head. "Just the truth." He glanced toward the campsite, his eyes narrowing slightly as he checked the time. "The guys should be back in about an hour, which means we’ve got a little more time to ourselves. Hold tight—I’ll grab us some more drinks."
"Where're you going?" she asked, her brow furrowing faintly as a hint of concern crept into her expression.
Back to the car, he said, already standing up. "Don't worry—I'm not leaving you defenceless." He gestured toward the small revolver resting beside her seat, its polished metal catching a glint of sunlight. "Gun's loaded, just like we practised at the range. Bear spray's right here, and the walkie-talkie's clipped to your bag. Five, ten minutes tops. Promise."
He gestured at his eyes, then at his ears, mimicking alertness with a raised eyebrow that had her raising her own to roll her eyes again. Still, she saluted him back playfully and found a smile playing at her mouth as she watched him saunter confidently towards the campsite. His steady figure disappeared quickly into the dense forest's shadowy embrace, and she was left alone amidst the golden stillness of the moment.
The young man covered the distance to the campsite in just a few minutes, his step was fast and purposeful, the walk otherwise unremarkable except for the crunch of his boots on the dirt path. He came to the car and threw open the trunk, hinges creaking softly in the stillness around him. He began rummaging through a bag of supplies, letting the familiar clink of aluminium cans and the soft rustle of fabric fill the silence. The sounds had a grounding feeling, mundane in relation to the open wilderness pressed in on either side of him.
Then, indistinct but far-off, a noise came through into the stillness, arresting his motion.
He sat straight, his hand locked inside the bag, and a prickle of unease crawled up his spine to stand the hairs on the back of his neck on end. His eyes scanned slowly across the surrounding trees, his eyelids narrowing as he examined the dappled shadows that had fallen in patches under the golden light filtering through the canopy.
Nothing. Only the wind's sigh, rustling through the leaves.
He let out a nervous laugh and shook his head at himself. "Get it together," he whispered, the words hardly audible. He bent back to his task, putting a few soda cans into the deep pockets of his jacket, the weight of them pressing reassuringly against his sides.
And then he heard it again. This time the sound was sharper, closer, unmistakable—the distinct snap of a twig underfoot. His body stiffened, instinct flaring to life like a lit match. Slowly, deliberately, his hand drifted toward the rifle propped against the open trunk, its cold steel barrel smooth and solid under his grip.
The forest seemed to take its breath, the steady background hum of life receding into oppressive stillness as he turned in the direction of the noise. He darted his gaze around the trees, seeking movement, his heart thumping so loudly in his chest that it felt as though it might reverberate in silence.
And then he saw it. A deer stepped into view, coming out of the shadows with an eerie grace. Its antlers shone in the dappled sunlight, the silhouette stark and regal, like a crown belonging to some forgotten woodland monarch.
"Jesus," he muttered, the tension flooding out of him in a shaky laugh.
But something about the deer was… off. It stood perfectly still, its body unnaturally rigid, and those dark, beady eyes locked onto him in an unblinking stare. A chill skittered down his spine as he swallowed hard, attempting to will away that uneasy flutter in his chest.
Shaking his head, he turned back to the supplies, his hands moving more slowly now as if weighed down by a growing sense of dread. His fingers brushed the walkie-talkie clipped to his belt, and he jiggled it absently. A faint hiss of static crackled from the device, but no signal came through.
"Oh, come on," he muttered under his breath, tapping the walkie-talkie in frustration.
When he looked back up, the deer was gone.
The flutter in his chest settled into a cold knot of dread, twisting his stomach. He tightened his grip on the rifle, the weight of it suddenly insignificant against the stillness that pressed down on him like an omen. Stepping forward cautiously, his boots crunched softly into the frozen ground, the sound unnaturally loud in the profound quiet.
The usual forest chatter—the cheerful chirping of birds, the rustling of leaves—had disappeared entirely, leaving an unnatural vacuum that seemed to amplify his every breath.
And then, without warning, it happened. A ripple of distorted energy shivered in the air about him, warping the light as if heat waves rose off asphalt on a day so hot it was near the point of burning up. It was over and gone in the same flash of time it appeared, but the silence it left was deeper, so absolute that it seemed to press upon his eardrums.
He froze, his breath catching as his eyes expanded with incredulity. The faint glow of the disturbance remained, reflecting in his pupils, which had dilated into black pools, swallowing the natural colour of his irises.
A low, guttural sound came from his throat, and a string of saliva spilt from his slack mouth. His body started to shake violently, spasms wracking his frame as the rifle slipped from his grip, hitting the ground with a dull thud.
Without a word, without so much as a glance or even a moment's pause, he turned on his heel and ran. He was wild and frenzied in his movements, his boots skimming the ground only fractionally as he disappeared into the interior of the forest. The trees closed in behind him, swallowing him up like they had the deer mere minutes before. 
Later in the Outer Camping Ground, the young woman gripped her walkie-talkie in desperate and a bit shattered finger. The small speaker jumped between one set of static bursts and another with shrill crackling noises. 
"Am I all right? Come back how long does this take." Her voice taut, tautening into rising tones, she pushed the walkie-talkie's button a third time.
The device gave no reply, only the steady buzz of static, a noise that seemed more oppressive with each passing moment.
Her eyes turned to the campsite, hidden behind the dense veil of trees. The anxiety churned in her stomach, a gnawing unease deepening with each tick of silence. She paced in tight circles, her breath shallow and quick, the rhythmic crunch of her boots on gravel being the only breaking of the unnatural stillness.
Her elbow accidentally knocked the radio off the overhang. It fell through space and hit the ground with a crack where the brittle plastic casing splintered into jagged pieces. The once-cheerful music that had floated dimly in the background found itself replaced with a cacophonous, distorted jumble of static that now took on a keener, cruder harder, even malevolent sound.
"Dammit," she hissed through gritted teeth, dropping to her knees to gather the shattered remnants. Her hands hovered over the pieces, trembling as the dissonant hum seemed to thrum through the air, vibrating like an unrelenting presence.
That chill running through her was enough to set her teeth on edge. She froze the jagged edges of the broken walkie-talkie forgotten in the dirt. Swallowing hard, she reached for the revolver resting nearby, the cold metal reassuring against her palm.
Her heart hammered against her rib cage, each beat a desperate thud as she straightened. Her gaze locked onto the narrow, shadowed path leading toward the campsite.
The static swelled into a low, guttural hum that vibrated in the air like some living entity, pressing against her ears and robbing her of breath. She gripped the gun tighter, her knuckles blanching as she fought to keep the rising panic at bay.
And then she ran. Her boots pounded against the uneven ground, scattering loose gravel and leaves as she sprinted down the path, the revolver held firm in her trembling hands. When she reached the campsite, her breath caught in her throat.
The scene before her was chaos incarnate. The supply bag lay sprawled open, its contents strewn haphazardly across the dirt as though rifled through in frantic haste. The rifle—his rifle—lay abandoned nearby, its polished surface dulled by a fine layer of dust. The broken pieces of his walkie-talkie lay scattered, silent now, as if mocking her.
"Where the hell are you?" she whispered, her voice shaking as the words barely escaped her lips.
Her gaze darted toward the treeline, drawn by a sound that made her blood run cold. It wasn’t a typical forest noise—not the rustle of leaves, not the snap of a twig. It was something deeper, resonant, and unearthly, reverberating through the clearing with an unnatural weight. The sound seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, tugging at her like an invisible thread, drawing her forward before her mind could process what was happening.
The static in her ears grew, building to an unbearable crescendo, a deafening roar that swallowed every other sound, even the frantic pounding of her heartbeat.
Her legs were rooted to the ground, locked into a still position, as a cold wave of dread swept over her. Her breath hitched in her throat as wide eyes tried to make sense of the thing before her. But there was no sense to be found.
It was not something she could describe—not with words, not with any understanding rooted in the natural world. It was wrong, a being that seemed to writhe and shimmer in defiance of all reason. Its form gnawed at the edges of her sanity, bending reality in a way that made her stomach churn.
The static surged, its oppressive roar pressing against her ears like a crushing weight, a wall of noise that drowned out everything else. It consumed her, wrapping her in its suffocating embrace until all that remained was the void.

CHAPTER 1
The master bedroom of Holter sported an unyielding, rough look to it-a space that spoke of living than comfort. The brown, deep green, and blackened wood covered the walls with uneven panels, warped and weathered, as if this house had grown from the forest pressing its boundaries on all sides.
Dappled sunlight filtered through half-drawn blinds to cast long, ununiform shadows dancing across the cluttered room. Every surface of it seemed to sag beneath the weight of its neglectful piles of crumpled clothes, empty whiskey bottles, and rusted tools scattered without a thought.
Holter's past misdeeds were borne on one wall, the mounted heads of various animals, their glassy eyes dully void and silent and still into the chaos below, judging, perhaps, the disarray wherein he unravelled.
A cheap radio perched precariously atop a rickety wooden bin stuttered out a weak country tune. The melody was full of longing and regret as it wavered and faltered against the oppressive quiet, as though it too was struggling to exist in this forgotten place.
In the dim corner, the bathroom door stands slightly ajar, reflecting Holter hunched over the sink. His reflection stares back at him in the grimy mirror, a hard portrait of a man worn out by solitude and the harsh demands of the outdoors.
Though barely pushing thirty, he carried the weary marks of someone who had lived twice as long. His sun-etched and weathered face, framed by an unruly scruff of a beard, pursed chapped lips, as he reached for a whiskey bottle on the counter, raising it to drink directly from the bottle, down his throat burning with the amber liquid.
The bitter taste twisted his mouth into a grimace, and he spat roughly into the sink. He leaned closer to the mirror, examining his teeth with a scowl that deepened as he shook his head.
"Goddamn it," he muttered, voice like gravel, thickened by years of yelling into the wind, drowning sorrows in a bottle.
His eyes caught on something pinned crookedly to the wall beside the mirror, a yellowed newspaper clipping, edges curling from age. The headline leapt out in bold, faded letters:
"Big-Time Hunter Mysteriously Vanishes Without a Trace!"
Under this title appeared a cropped, black-and-white photo of a man having every appearance of complete confidence. Piercing eyes and a wide grin, locked into time, defied his otherwise hard-edged expression. Holter's eyes did not leave the picture; his features relaxed a little, the weight of memory compressing his shoulders.
That was the boy he once was—the one who, idolizing the hunter in that photograph, felt like a ghost haunting the man he had become.
The room's fragile silence shattered as the radio sputtered, its weak melody giving way to static. The sharp crackle tore through the stillness, jolting Holter upright. His breath caught as he turned toward the sound, his sharp gaze darting toward the corner where the radio teetered.
For a long moment, he listened, frozen, his pulse thudding in his ears. But there was nothing else, only the faint, insistent hum threading through the air.
Stepping out of the bathroom, shaking his head and taking a shaky breath, the boots creaked against the uneven floorboards. Still, behind him, the static seemed to swell, louder, deeper, until it was no longer just a sound but a presence, weaving itself into the fabric of the house.
In the dimness of the living room muted, Holter moved with the deliberate precision of a man who had learned to trust his routine. His camo pants clung snugly to his wiry frame, every crease and patch a testament to years of use. 
Over them, he shrugged on a rugged jacket, the fabric worn and softened in places, but still solid—like armor against the elements and, perhaps, the world itself.
The soft thud of his boots on the wooden floor was a deliberate noise as he knelt for a moment to tighten their fraying laces. The creak of the leather was faint with the motion, like his own breathing, familiar sounds. His eyes flicked to the corner by the door where his weapons stood in silent readiness. 
The rack of firearms gleamed faintly in the weak daylight filtering through the room, their polished barrels reflecting the light like fragments of an earlier, sharper time.
He scanned his options, his calloused fingers hovering over the various choices before settling on a rifle. He lifted it with practised ease, checking the scope with his thumb running along the edge to ensure its clarity and then slid open the chamber to inspect its readiness. Satisfied, he slung the weapon over his shoulder, the solid weight grounding him, reminding him of the purpose that had guided him through countless treks and hunts.
As he turned toward the door, something shimmered faintly within the disarray of an open drawer, catching his attention. Among the odds and ends—a rusted lighter, a crumpled receipt, a stray bolt—a delicate silver necklace lay tangled. Holter paused, his brow furrowing slightly. His movements softened as he reached for it, his rough fingers surprisingly gentle as he worked the chain free from its messy confines.
The pendant on the chain was simple, polished to a muted gleam. It looked entirely out of place in his rugged hands, as if it were something from another life he no longer lived—or one he had abandoned. For a long moment, he stood frozen, staring at the necklace with an expression caught between grief and longing.
Then, in a gesture almost too tender for a man like him, he pressed the pendant to his lips. The action held weight, unspoken reverence that hinted at prayer, memory, or perhaps even regret. Silent, he looped the chain over his neck and tugged the pendant under his jacket. There, it rested close to his chest, its presence hidden but palpable.
CHAPTER 2
Outdoors, Holter blinked in the blinding sunlight; after the heaviness of gloom indoors, its brightness struck at his eyes with brutal simplicity. Before he stretched the yard unevenly and rudely, giving a truthful account of himself, ruggedly and not-too-hapless, he reckoned. His boots were grinding in gravel, creating the steady and rhythmic crunch that only one who has reached terms with solitude would find comfortable to hear.
His bag, full of carefully chosen supplies, rested on one shoulder, the strap digging slightly into his worn jacket. At the edge of the yard, his Jeep waited, parked beneath the sprawling arms of an old oak tree. The vehicle, its faded green paint chipped and scuffed from years of hard use, stood like a battle-scarred sentinel.
Holter reached the Jeep, swinging the bag effortlessly into the back seat. It landed atop a pile of others with a soft, muffled thud. The air was crisp and quiet, broken only by the faint rustling of the wind through the trees. He slammed the door, the sound reverberating through the stillness like a gunshot.
A flicker of movement at the edge of his property caught his eye. He froze, his eyes focusing on the forest beyond the yard. There, where the untamed wild met his carefully tread domain, a deer grazed peacefully. Its tan coat shimmered in the dappled sunlight filtering through the canopy, blending so seamlessly with the forest that it seemed almost a part of it.
For a moment, Holter just stood there, his rifle still slung across his back. The deer's quiet elegance and obliviousness to his presence struck him, a stark contrast to the chaos of his mind. It lifted its head, ears flicking briefly as if sensing his gaze, before resuming its grazing, entirely unbothered by the human watching from the edge of its world.
Holter exhaled softly, his breath merging with the cool air, and turned back to his Jeep. The wilderness, with its creatures and mysteries, waited for no man.
Instinct took over. Holter dropped low, fluid and practised in his movements, the rifle gliding into his hands as if it were an extension of his body. His breathing slowed, measured and precise with each inhalation, his sharp focus narrowing through the scope. The crosshairs settled perfectly on the creature's flank, steady and sure.
His finger tightened on the trigger, tension coiling like a spring in his muscles.
A deafening honk tore through the stillness, shattering the tranquil moment like a jagged shard of glass. The deer bolted, its powerful legs a blur of motion as it disappeared into the dense underbrush. Holter exhaled sharply, the scowl forming on his lips as he lowered the rifle, frustration rippling through him like a taut string snapping.
He turned toward the source of the interruption and saw a battered van lumbering into his driveway, its rusted frame groaning in protest with each uneven jerk of its engine. The horn blared again, its jarring sound cutting through the quiet air like a bad joke told too loudly.
Behind the wheel was Bently. His tiny frame would be swallowed whole by the curve of the dashboard. His huge glasses magnified his wide owl eyes, gleaming with excitement and forgetting. For the comedy-tragic van, a wide genuine smile stretched from ear to ear on the face of Bently.
"Hey, hey, hey! Holter!" Bently yelled out, waving with the exuberance of someone who hadn't just destroyed a moment of complete concentration. He leapt from the van, his movements sudden and purposeful.
Holter let out a deep breath, standing up straight and setting the rifle against the Jeep. He passed on a polite smile, an effort that did little to hide the irritation simmering just below the surface.
"Morning, Mr. Bently," he greeted, his tone measured, his words clipped but not unkind.
"Just checking in on ya, kid!" Bently announced, striding closer with unrelenting energy. "Wanted to see how you’re holding up."
Holter shrugged his expression a practiced neutrality. "I’m… going," he replied, the words landing with the weight of effort.
Bently's smile wavered, his joviality tempering as he leaned forward. "Yeah, yeah, I hear ya," he said, his voice softer now, more measured. He paused and then dropped his voice lower, his words guarded. "Look, about John, I—" 
"Please," Holter cut in, his voice sharp and tight, the edges fraying with an emotion he couldn't quite control. "Don't…"
The air between them grew heavy. Bently sighed deeply, nodding with reluctant understanding. "I just want you to know, I'm not giving up," he said with quiet conviction. "I've got folks spreading the word, boots on the ground. If anyone can find something, it's them."
Holter's jaw clenched and his teeth ground a little, as if he swallowed the words struggling to be locked in his throat. At last, he made a stiff "Thanks," the syllable as strained as it was sincere.
Bently stared at him for a moment, his eyes heavy with concern and something that looked like paternal affection. "You know, Holter," he said softly, his voice laced with almost pleading, "if you can't find hope. just find something. Anything."
For a moment, Holter's tough exterior cracked, and the armor slipped, revealing the raw vulnerability beneath. His eyes dropped, his voice low as he muttered, "Yeah. Thanks."
The moment stretched, fragile and charged, until Bently's grin came back, pushing the solemnity out like sunbeams breaking up storm clouds. "Oh! Almost forgot!" he cried, his voice bright with sudden enthusiasm. "There's a shindig down in Arringstown—a big one. Thought you might want to go check it out."
Holter shook his head almost reflexively, retreating back into the protective shell of practicality. "I’ve got plans," he said, turning toward the Jeep. "Heading out for a hunting trip."
"Right, right," Bently replied, his tone a mix of disappointment and understanding. "Just… be careful out there, okay?"
Holter nodded curtly and opened the Jeep door, one foot inside, already feeling the pull of the woods. But something in Bently's voice made him pause mid-motion.
"That's the one! That event! They're doing it again," Bently said, his voice rising with a sudden, almost childlike excitement. "What's it called? The one we went to when you were a kid."
Holter froze, his fingers tightening on the doorframe as a distant memory stirred in the recesses of his mind. Slowly, he turned, his voice quieter now, edged with a mix of curiosity and apprehension.
"You mean the Odd Hunt?"
"Yeah! That’s the one!" Bently said, his grin widening as he clapped his hands together. 
"They’re bringing it back this year!"
Holter's eyes lingered over Bently, his face unmoved, the words hanging between them like a bridge to something buried long ago.
Holter did not react on the spur of the moment. The words hung between him and Bently, loaded with some unspoken weight; every syllable dragging him down to his own self. Memories stirred restlessly, and fragments rose, like broken glass shards sharp and unwilling to yield, a shard at every moment which he was glad to forget. They tore in his thoughts; a burning wouldn't subside.
Finally, with a heavy exhale, he climbed into the Jeep, the door slamming shut with a resonant finality. The engine growled to life, its low, menacing rumble echoing across the yard like a predator’s warning. 
Holter’s grip on the steering wheel was tight, his knuckles pale as he stared straight ahead, his jaw set. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes burned with something raw—something he refused to name.
"Odd Hunt," he muttered to himself, the words being bitter, heavy with meaning, and cold on his tongue.
The stage was set, and Holter could feel it in the marrow of his bones. The unanswered questions weighed heavily on him, their presence as tangible as the rifle slung across the passenger seat. 
Dread coiled tightly around his chest, pressing with a force that made his breathing shallow. Somewhere, deep in the woods, something waited. Something strange. Something that didn’t belong.
Whether he wanted to or not, Holter was being drawn toward it, each mile pulling him closer, each moment sharpening the edge of his unease. 
The road lay before him like a dark ribbon, threading into the dense forest, endlessly curved between towering pines. The trees, flanking the path, creaked their soft motion, as if whispering secrets to the advancing dusk. Holter's Jeep lurched forward, and with it, the steady growl of the engine was a singular sound in the unnatural stillness.
A battered sign loomed up out of the gloom its chipped paint almost masked over by layers of grime and time; 15 Miles to Arringstown. The words were clamped to the wooden board as if refusing the forest's attempt to claim its own. Holter grimaced at the sign, forcing his lips into a thin, tight line as he mashed on the accelerator, the Jeep lurching past without slowing.
Inside the cabin, he played with the radio, static hissing and popping like ghostly whispers. He turned the dial in small, methodical movements as frustration built in him, flipping through channels of silence punctuated by noise. At last, a local weather station came through the crackling void, the announcer's voice clear yet unnervingly chipper:
"With highs in the low sixties and an eighty per cent chance of scattered showers around the lakefront area this evening."
Holter paid the announcer's voice only perfunctory attention; his eyes scanned the road as well as the stretchy shadows that appeared to splay between the trees unnaturally. 
The announcer's voice went flat with some seriousness.
"And now, we interrupt this local broadcast to bring you an update on the missing couple's case."
Holter's knuckles whitened with tension, as it gripped his chest while his hand froze on the dial.
More items of the couple were found this morning, but so far, no concrete evidence of what happened to them or where they are.
The words hung in the air, heavy and oppressive, as if spoken directly into his mind. A knot twisted in his stomach, tightening with every syllable. His fingers flexed against the steering wheel as unease settled heavily over him, its weight suffocating.
The announcer's voice trailed off into static, which immediately resolved into a weird, jarring melody. It was an eerie, disjointed sound, each note pricking at the edges of his consciousness. Outside, the shadows seemed to grow and twist, stretching like silent sentinels across the forest floor. Holter's breathing quickened, though his grip on the wheel remained steady.
The forest gave way abruptly to the riotous colour of Arringstown. The town burst forth from the trees like an unlikely oasis, full of the vibration of movement and sound. People poured into the streets, filling the mosaic of sounds with the voice of the people blending in with the car horns, then the occasional peal of raucous laughter.
Holter crept through the maze of signs, storefronts, and darting pedestrians in his Jeep. His gaze swept the scene before him-taking in the bright colour of the buildings' facades with their windows plastered over with advertisements and posters for the latest events.
A great red-and-white building stood towering above the main thoroughfare, like some carnival king sitting over his court. Great balloon sculptures lay strewn upon its roof, their vibrant colours dancing with the wind. Above the entrance, two oversized balloon rifles crossed dramatically over a grinning Sasquatch balloon in cartoonish menace. It’s great, exaggerated grin loomed over the crowd as equal parts absurd and unsettling.
"That's the place," Holter muttered under his breath, his tone flat as he turned into a packed parking lot.
The lot was a messy tangle of cars and carelessly parked vehicles, with owners seeming to forget all sense of direction as they tried to get a piece of the action. Holter found a tiny slot along the edge of the lot and squeezed his Jeep into it. 
He cut the engine, and the instant quiet was only the hum of the crowd in the distance and the soft groan of the wind through the old, weathered buildings of the town.
As he walked out of the Jeep, the noise of Arringstown hit him like a wave, its energy almost overwhelming after the oppressive stillness of the forest. Holter slung his bag over his shoulder, his eyes lingering on the towering balloons. They seemed to leer down at him, mocking and inviting all at once.
His jaw tightened. Whatever awaited him here, it wasn't going to let him leave unchanged.

CHAPTER 3
The parking lot seemed to stretch out like a fever dream, a cacophony of vehicles and people mingling among life-sized replicas of mythical creatures. Holter slammed the door of his Jeep shut; the sound cut through the hum of the crowd, and his boots crunched against the gravel as he surveyed the surreal scene unfolding before him.
He stopped in front of a grotesque jackalope, its snarl exaggerated and its antlers spiralling upward in unnatural, twisting arcs. Below it, a brightly coloured banner proclaimed with garish enthusiasm: "The Myth Made Real!" A faint smirk tugged at Holter's lips, the absurdity momentarily breaking through his guarded demeanour, but the humour faded as quickly as it came.
Deeper into the lot, the displays grew stranger, pushing the boundaries of the uncanny. A towering Sasquatch stood sentinel over a Chupacabra frozen mid-pounce, its elongated fangs bared in a perpetual snarl. Nearby, the Loch Ness Monster rose from a faux lake, its serpentine neck arching skyward as if caught in mid-emerge from its watery domain.
Then, Holter saw it. The deer replica was wrong in every way imaginable. Its eyes, disturbingly human, gleamed with an unsettling mix of terror and malice. The face was twisted into a grotesque snarl, sharp canines jutting out where no deer's teeth should be. It was less an imitation of nature and more a manifestation of a nightmare. A simple banner hung below it, the bold black letters casting a foreboding shadow: 
"Not Deer."
Holter froze, a chill trickling up his spine. He bared his teeth as he nodded toward the display, muttering to himself, "Smart. Very smart."
" Holter!" a voice bellowed from behind him, slicing across the noise of the crowd like a hot knife. It was loud, it was familiar, and it made his heart jump.
Holter spun around, his pulse quickening, to face a man several steps back. A grin was stretched across the man's face, worn by time yet somehow holding an undeniable familiarity. Marc.
His hair was dishevelled, his clothes rumpled and worn, but his presence carried the weight of a memory too vivid to fade. He looked like someone who had walked to the edge of something unspeakable and clawed his way back, scarred but alive.
"Marc," Holter said, his voice a mix of disbelief, guarded relief, and a hint of trepidation.
Marc crossed the distance quickly, his grin softening as he reached out to shake Holter's hand. The grip was firm, almost desperate, as though holding on too tightly might bridge the time lost between them.
"Man, all this time looking for you, and here you are, of all places!" Marc said, his voice carrying an incredulous laugh. "The freakin' Odd Hunt! I didn't even know they were still running this thing." 
Holter exhaled a short, dry chuckle, shaking his head. "Where the hell have you been?"
Marc shot him a look, raising an eyebrow. "Where have I been? More like, where have you been? You're a hard man to track down, you know that?"
Holter shrugged, the faintest ghost of a smile flickering across his face. "Fair point."
Marc's smile wavered and he let himself slouch back a little. "I found out about it, yeah, a couple of weeks ago. About John." He let his voice drop low and spoke quietly, the weight of the name hanging in the air like it was a challenge to believe. "It's been six months, man. I still can't even really grasp it. Nothing? Nothing? They didn't find anything?"
Holter's posture stiffened, his guard snapping into place like a drawbridge. The question pressed against a wound still raw, still bleeding. His response was clipped, tension brimming just beneath the surface. "So… you came looking for me. Why?
Marc hesitated, his grin coming back, though it lacked the confidence it carried earlier. He rubbed the back of his neck in a nervous gesture. "A lot of reasons. Breaking bread after all this time, sure. But also… business."
Holter narrowed his eyes, suspicion sharpening his tone. "What kind of business?"
Before Marc could answer, a new voice cut through the noise, its tone both eager and unsettling.
"Mr. Holter!"
Holter turned to see an elderly man coming towards him, his walk was strange—a mixture of urgency and apprehension, as if caught between excitement and dread.
Marc pointed at the man with a wry smile. 
"And here comes the man who can explain it better than I can. Holter, meet Mr. Jonathan Simmons."
Simmons extended his hand immediately, his smile wide yet unnervingly strained as if stretched too far across his face. 
"The pleasure's all mine, sir. Truly, all mine."
Holter blinked, confusion plain on his face. "I… I'm sorry. Do I know you?"
Simmons hesitated for a moment and then clasped his hands together in an awkward shuffle. "No, no, I don't know you. But I've heard a lot about you. You're… part of something I'm investigating." 
Holter's frown deepened, unease coiling tighter in his stomach. "How do I know you?"
Simmons glanced around nervously, his eyes darting toward the crowd as though unseen ears might be listening. "An excellent question, and one I’d be happy to answer… but not here. Perhaps over some food? Somewhere quieter?"
Marc clapped Holter on the shoulder, his grin widening again, though his eyes betrayed an edge of caution. "I know a spot."
Holter hesitated, his stomach rolling in discomfort. Everything about Simmons was all wrong - it was like trying to insert the wrong puzzle piece into place. Still, curiosity drew him to her, a quiet whisper urging him that what he searched for might be closer than he thought.
The Odd Hunt had hardly begun and the shadow of something much, much darker already lay over the veneer of the bizarre, the colourful, waiting for him to take one step closer. 
The diner pulsed with alive, mad energy, a symphony of clinking dishes and animated chatter that rolled around the room like an invisible tide. Competing aromas filled the air—crisp, sizzling bacon that mingled with the bright, rich bitterness of coffee and the unmistakable greasy tang of fried food rolling out from the bustling kitchen. The wooden walls, painted to resemble a mountain cabin, shone softly under the amber tones of vintage sconces. It was a haven of warmth and noise, a refuge in which locals mingled with weary travellers seeking respite through hearty meals and familiar faces. Yet at one table, the animation only emphasized the tension boiling unseen, unsaid but undeniable.
Holter sat stiffly on one side of the booth; his figure was a study in stillness against the clutter of half-empty plates and the rhythmic hum of conversations around him. Across from him sat two men who seemed to belong to different worlds, and as they shared bursts of laughter, it echoed through the diner. Marc's guffaws were loud and uninhibited kind that can draw smiles out of strangers. But Holter didn't flinch, his face expressionless except for the occasional reluctant smirk, a fleeting concession to their attempts at camaraderie.
Marc slapped the table suddenly, the force making his glass wobble precariously close to tipping over. "And that, my friend," he boomed, grinning ear to ear, "is how I learned to use a damn tourniquet! God willing, it's the last time I ever see that much blood." He shook his head, a cross of humour and unease flashing across his face. Lifting his glass, he drained it in one exaggerated gulp before setting it down with a triumphant thud. "Holter and his old man? They taught me everything worth knowing. Isn't that right, Holt?
Holter's lips twitched with a faint smile, but he said nothing. His eyes drifted to Simmons, his expression guarded.
Leaning slightly forward in his immaculate suit, a grin showed a line of teeth not as humanly imperfect as the face that bore them. "Ah, I don't even bother to doubt it," Simmons stated smoothly, his voice infused with the kind of contrived charm that seemed rehearsed. "Just one glimpse at Mr. Holter shows that he's the type: a man who gets the things he wants done."
Adjusting his jacket with meticulous precision, Simmons continued, his tone taking on the air of a storyteller eager for an audience. "You know, this reminds me of a camping trip I took years ago. The wilderness was breathtaking—calm, serene. Not a care in the world, or so I thought."
"Enough."
Holter's words cut through Simmons' monologue, slicing with the precision of a razor cutting through the taut rope. He leaned forward, and his glare was direct and unforgiving, a silent message that dared not to argue.
"Look," Holter said sharply, "let's get down to it here. I didn't come here for stories or small talk. Cut to the chase. So why am I here? What do you want?"
The atmosphere at the table shifted instantly, as though the temperature had dropped a few degrees. Marc froze mid-laugh, his grin faltering as his eyes darted uneasily between Holter and Simmons. Simmons, however, seemed unbothered. If anything, the confrontation only deepened the unsettling glint in his eyes. Taking a deliberate sip from his glass, Simmons set it down with an air of theatrical calm, dabbing the corner of his mouth with a folded napkin as though savouring the moment. "Ah, yes, straight to the point. I admire that," he said, his tone light, almost jovial. But there was a weight to his gaze, an intensity that seemed to peel back layers. 
"First, though, let me offer my condolences. Your father was extraordinary. A man of legend, truly. His reputation preceded him, as does yours."
Holter's jaw clenched, his eyes narrowing. But he didn't interrupt.
"There have been. incidents," Simmons continued, his voice dropping slightly like someone sharing a secret too dangerous for the open air. "Disappearances, to be precise. People going missing just outside the boundaries of the national park. I’m sure you’ve heard about the young couple that vanished not too long ago."
Holter settled back into his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. His face seemed to tighten into an unreadable mask of indifference.
"I heard," he said flatly. "So what?"
Simmons set his glass down with a deliberate care that only added to the tension in the air. His eyes locked on Holter's with the intensity of a predator sizing up its prey. "So," he said, his words slow and deliberate, "I need someone with your particular skill set. Someone who knows the wilderness inside and out. Someone who can find out what's causing this. and stop it."
Holter did not answer for a long time. His hand rested on top of his glass, his fingers tracing the coolness of its surface, but he didn't lift it. The diner noise receded, dishes clattering and voices humming, fading into a muffled background. Holter looked into the amber liquid. His distorted face stared back from the glass, and his mind seethed with unvoiced thoughts.
The silence stretched, heavy and expectant. Whatever was coming, Holter knew this was no simple request. It was a summons, something far darker than Simmons was ready to admit.
"Thanks," he said finally, his voice a low, gravelly growl, like distant thunder rolling over the horizon. "But you’ve got the wrong guy."
The words hung in the air like a challenge, sharp and undeniable. Silence followed, thick as smoke, and before either man could form a reply, Holter shoved back his chair with a harsh scrape against the tile. The sound echoed through the diner, drawing a few curious glances from other patrons. He stood abruptly, his broad frame casting a long shadow across the table, momentarily dwarfing the two men still seated.
Without another word, he spun on his heel with the precision of a habit and walked away, his boots thudding against the floor like a countdown clock ticking.
"Wait, Holt!" Marc called after him, his voice tight with urgency as he scrambled to his feet, nearly knocking over his coffee cup in the process. His eyes darted toward Simmons, silently asking for help, but the older man only leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled under his chin like he had all the time in the world.
Simmons watched Holter get to the door, his eyes sharp but his face unreadable. A light, knowing smile pulled at the ends of his mouth, fleeting but unmistakable, as though he had played this part a hundred times before. Holter turned toward the door, just inside it. Simmons let loose with a low, thoughtfully rumbling hum to himself, his eyes darkening.
"That's interesting," he whispered to himself, smiling. "Very interesting, in fact."

CHAPTER 4
Holter's boots hit the cracked asphalt steadily and purposefully with every step. He stepped through the parking lot where his boot fall echoed louder than he expected in the quiet vastness. The sun hung low on the horizon, setting over the sky in streaks of amber, crimson, and molten gold. Long, finger-like shadows stretched out towards him from the streetlights, curling and reaching like arms trying to catch his ankles.
Behind him, Marc jogged to catch up, his breath coming in quick, foggy puffs against the chill of the evening air. "Wait, Holt! Come on, man, we didn't even finish talking!" Marc's voice echoed, sharp and uneven, like a snapped guitar string.
Holter stopped suddenly, his boots grinding against the rough pavement. He spun on his heel, his broad shoulders squared, his eyes narrowing into sharp, unforgiving slits. His stance was unyielding, the posture of a man who'd had this argument too many times before.
"I’m not interested, Marc," Holter said, his voice clipped and cold as steel. "thanks, but no thanks."
Marc threw up his hands, wide and dramatic. His frustration was plain as day on his face. He cast about as if scanning the deserted lot for support, before letting out a short, bitter laugh. "We haven't even discussed the money yet!" he barked into the phone, his voice wild with incredulity. "Holter, this ain't no charity gig! This is serious cash—retirement money! You hear me? Retirement money!"
For a moment—just a moment—Holter hesitated. His broad shoulders rose, tension knotting visibly in the muscles of his back. His fingers flexed at his sides. A pause. Barely a breath. But Marc saw it.
"That got your attention, huh?" Marc pressed, eyes sharp as broken glass. "Yeah, I figured as much."
But Holter shook his head, slow and deliberate, like a man warding off a persistent ghost. His eyes hardened, his resolve settling into place like stone.
"Don’t care," he muttered, his voice even colder than before. "I’m out."
He turned away, his boots crunching the gravel like distant thunder. His stride was long, purposeful, and final. But Marc wasn’t done. Not yet.
"Would your old man have said no?" Marc's voice cut through the air like a knife, raw and jagged. "Would he have walked away like this, huh? Would he have run from something like this?"
The words hit Holter like a sledgehammer to the chest. He stopped mid-step, one hand gripping the cold metal handle of his Jeep's door. His knuckles whitened, fingers curling tighter until they trembled. The world seemed to shrink around him, the glow of the setting sun dimming behind a wave of unspoken memories.
Slowly, deliberately, Holter turned, and the look on his face could have frozen fire. His jaw was clenched so tight it looked like he might crack his teeth. His eyes, dark as a storm-tossed sea, locked onto Marc with a weight that could crush steel.
"Don't," he growled, his voice barely more than a whisper—but it carried. It carried like a gunshot at midnight.
Marc's confidence faltered. He took one step back, his hands raised high, like a man with his back to a wild beast. But desperation is not an easy thing to overcome; it drove him to press forward despite every survival instinct urging him to flee.
"Holter, listen to me," Marc said, his voice now shaking, yet still louder than it had any right to be. "We need you. This isn't some scam or wild goose chase. This is real. People are dying, Holt." His voice cracked on the last word, as though the weight of it finally broke him down. "Dying. You hear me? And you can stop it."
Holter didn't respond. He didn't even blink. His gaze stayed locked on Marc for a moment too long—long enough for Marc to see something shift behind those eyes. Anger, sure, but something else. Something quieter. Something older. Regret, maybe. Or maybe it was something closer to understanding.
He let his breath out slowly, as if allowing the air to seep from a tire. His grip on the Jeep's handle relaxed, fingers releasing one by one. He didn't say a word but opened the door sharply with a metallic screech of metal against metal and slid into the driver's seat.
"Holter!" Marc shouted, scrambling around the side of the Jeep like a man grasping for the edge of the cliff. He beat on the window with his fists and pressed his face to the panes, fogging them. "Come on, man! You're the only one who can do this. You know that!"
Inside, Holter sat rigid as stone, his fists tightening round the steering wheel so forcefully his knuckles whitened to the bone. His gaze, unmoving, drove into the sky beyond him; he was set there in the fading illumination, that final glow, and now it was turning dusk in earnest. At one time he could have considered, momentarily at least, no one there. No person, including him.
The engine rumbled to life with a low, steady growl, filling the air with its mechanical hum. But even with the engine's roar filling his ears, Marc's voice somehow lingered. You're the only one who can do this, Holter. You know that.
Holter shut his eyes for a beat. Just one. Long enough for everything that would hang in there and settle onto his shoulders. He took heavy, slow, deliberate breaths like a man anticipating a body blow. When he opened them again, the hardness had disappeared from his eyes in their place was nothing comforting or peaceful. It was cold and deadlier. More certain.
The Jeep rolled forward slowly, tyres crunching softly over gravel and asphalt, shadows chasing after it like ghosts. Marc watched it go, his hands still pressed against the window, his breath fogging the glass in shallow, uneven bursts. He didn't chase it. Not this time. He didn't have to.
Because somewhere deep down, he knew Holter would be back. He always came back. And when he did, that's the moment when things would really start to roll.

CHAPTER 5
When Holter re-entered the diner, the familiar hum of clinking cutlery and soft conversation hit him like a crashing wave, steady and relentless. The air was thick with the comforting aroma of fresh coffee and sizzling grease, but Holter barely registered it. His eyes did not waver from Simmons, who remained seated at the same booth he had been in earlier, posture as languid as ever. The older man cradled his cup like it was a treasured possession, his sips slow and calculated, detached.
Holter's boots thudded on the tile, each step deliberate and unhurried, impossible to ignore. The volume of the diner seemed to dull as he came closer, conversations faltering, eyes flicking towards him. By the time he reached the booth, his shadow fell across the table like a storm cloud, swallowing the poor overhead lighting.
Simmons didn’t look up right away, his gaze lingering on his coffee as if savouring the final sip. When he finally glanced up, his eyes met Holter’s with a calm, calculating precision. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t even blink.
"Mr. Simmons," Holter said, his voice tight and controlled like a drawn bowstring. "Alright. You’ve got my interest. What’s next?"
Simmons' head was tilted, slow and deliberate, like a predator sizing up his prey. His lips curled into a slow, knowing smile—a grin that held all the warmth of a blade catching the sun. With the same methodical care, he reached into the pocket of his tailored suit and withdrew a small, neatly folded piece of paper. His fingers moved with the precision of a magician revealing the final card.
"Wonderful," said Simmons, his voice smooth as oiled silk. "Absolutely wonderful."
He pushed the paper across the table with two fingers, never taking his gaze from Holter's face. Holter picked it up, opened it with a snap, and began scanning the contents with quick, sharp efficiency, his eyes darting from line to line like a hawk tracking its prey.
His brow furrowed, the hard lines on his face deepening into shadows of doubt. The air around him seemed to chill just a little.
"This is a start," Holter said, his voice firm as stone. "But it’s not enough. I’ll need more supplies. A lot more."
Simmons sat back slowly, his smile growing like a wolf baring its teeth. He steepled his fingers under his chin, his eyes sharp with amusement and something darker.
"Name it," he replied, his tone carrying the weight of a man who'd never been told no.
The moment hung heavy between them, two men staring each other down across a battlefield made of coffee stains and old vinyl seats. Holter didn't blink. Neither did Simmons. It wasn't a truce—not yet. But it was something close.
The trophy room reeked of varnished wood and gun oil, the air heavy with a stillness that only old, forgotten places seem to hold. Shadows danced along the walls, flickering as the dim overhead bulb swung gently from its chain, its glow weak but steady. The walls were a grim gallery of past conquests—mounted heads with lifeless, glassy eyes that seemed to follow any movement. Antlers jutted out like jagged branches, and sharp teeth peeked from slack jaws frozen in snarl-like grimaces. It was a room meant to impress—and to warn.
There at the center of it stood Arlo. Broad-shouldered and thick with muscle, he filled the room by the mere presence of him alone. His frame was as solid as the mounts on the wall; every movement of his, was slow but deliberate, as if a lion lazily flicks its tail before pouncing. In his hands was a rifle, cold steel, its gleam caught in low light. His fingers, rugged, and callosed, traced along the barrel in slow, thoughtful strokes, the way a man might stroke an old, familiar scar.
The silence was broken by the sharp bring of a landline phone. Its sudden cry echoed, cutting through the still air like a blade. Arlo glanced toward it, his eyes narrowing, his lips curling into something that might have been a smile—or a snarl. He let it ring twice more before picking it up, the receiver heavy in his hand.
"Yeah," Arlo muttered, his voice rough as gravel. He never said hello. The guy on the other end of the line started talking, words muffled to inaudible whispers from this side of the connection. Whatever he was saying though had Arlo's grin twisting into something cold.
"Oh, yeah? Really?" he drawled, his tone dripping with mock surprise. "That's interesting." His eyes flicked toward one of the larger mounted heads—a grizzly bear, its maw forever caught mid-roar. His gaze lingered on it for a beat too long, his smirk growing sharper.
"You’re saying Holter’s involved in this?" Arlo said, his voice sharper now, like the edge of a freshly honed blade. His grin widened, pulling his scarred lip into a cruel crescent. He tapped the receiver against his temple, his eyes lighting up with something wild. "That bastard’s kid?"
He laughed-a short, hollow sound that shook in the trophy room. It was a laugh so empty it hardly qualified as one. He thumbed open a box of ammunition, and one by one, he slid the bullets into the chamber of the rifle. The metallic click-click-click echoed louder than it should have, each sound crisp and sharp as a judge's gavel.
"Well then," Arlo muttered, his voice carrying a certainty that only came from a man who'd never had to doubt himself. "Two birds with one stone."
He looked down the length of the room to the far end, where on the wall hung a target: a simple paper bullseye, riddled with old bullet holes, each of them a reminder of shots long ago taken. Arlo's gaze was fixed on it. He slowly raised the rifle and pressed it tight to his shoulder. His breathing steadied to the beat of a ticking clock.
At that moment, there was only the hunter, the gun and the target.
The silence was drawn tight as it crushed the walls, feeling its weight. His finger squeezed the trigger slowly, steadily—then CRACK!
The shot rang out like a thunderclap, deafening in the tight space. The bullet punched into the wood just shy of the bullseye, embedding itself deep with a dull, heavy thud. Dust and splinters rained down, fluttering like tiny moths.
Arlo lowered the rifle, never once breaking his smirk. His eyes were trained on the new hole in the target, his vision steady as he stepped forward, running a caressing finger over the fresh scar in the wood. His touch was slow and almost reverent, as if an artist were tracing the edge of a masterpiece.
"Not bad," he murmured, tilting his head.
His eyes gleamed with something more than pride. Anticipation. His fingers pressed firmly into the fresh bullet hole as if trying to feel the shot's power still reverberating there.
"This is gonna be fun," he said, his voice a low, dangerous drawl. His grin widened, sharp and wild, his teeth flashing in the dim light.
He took a step back, his eyes running over the mounted trophies one last time as if selecting which to mount next. His attention landed on the snarling face of the grizzly bear, and for an instant, it appeared the beast was smiling.
With a soft, satisfied hum, Arlo turned toward the door, rifle slung over his shoulder like a soldier ready to go to war. His heavy boots echoed with every step: a slow, steady march toward something much, much worse than paper targets. This time, though, it wasn't a sport. It was personal.   

CHAPTER 6      
The afternoon sun sagged low in the vast Canadian sky, its pale glow diffused through a veil of gauzy clouds that drifted like fragments of torn silk. A steely, wintry light spilt across the sprawling airport parking lot, casting long, knife-edged shadows over the cracked and weathered asphalt. Marc and Holter moved swiftly, the suitcases rattling and jolting over the uneven ground with an almost syncopated rhythm. In the background, the distant roar of jet engines mingled with the staccato blare of impatient horns to produce a cacophonous urban symphony matching the tension simmering between them.
Holter's heavy boots crunched against the gravel in a rhythmic, unstoppable gait, every step marked as if by the helpless ticking of a boundless clock. His map-cracked hand was held clenched, the furrowed brow, tightened jaw betraying his thinning patience. Thin clouds drifted sluggishly above mirroring his growing irritation.
"So, where exactly are we?" Holter growled against his sharp edge, now marked by fatigue and encroaching annoyance.
Marc's eyes darted across the seemingly interminable rows of cars, his gaze jumping from one to the next as though trying to solve a puzzle without all the pieces. His jaw tensed, a muscle twitching below the surface as frustration seeped into his voice. "It's the dark green Jeep parked by the, uh… RV-looking thing," he muttered, though even he didn't sound particularly convinced.
"RV-looking thing, huh?" Holter stopped mid-stride, turning on his heel to cast a slow, predatory gaze across the parking lot. His sharp eyes scanned every detail with a hunter's precision, his expression grim.
"Yeah," Marc repeated, his voice faltering as he gestured weakly toward a particularly large van. It might—possibly—look like an RV to someone squinting hard enough or with a particularly wild imagination.
Holter snorted, the sound low and sardonic, laced with an edge of mocking amusement. "So far, I’m not seeing anything that fits that stellar description," he drawled, his smirk razor-sharp.
Marc exhaled heavily, a sound somewhere between a sigh and a growl, and rubbed the back of his neck like he could massage the irritation away. "I’m still looking too," he muttered, his eyes darting around like a gambler praying for a lucky break.
Holter narrowed his eyes further, his lips moving into a thin, unyielding line. His next sweep of the lot was slower, colder, and more calculating. "You don't think we missed it, do you?" he asked, suspicion threading through his words like barbed wire.
"No," Marc said too quickly, his voice rising just enough to betray his uncertainty. "At least…I'm pretty sure we didn't."
Holter's eyebrow arched, one eyebrow lifting in a perfect expression of scepticism that seemed to question the very foundation of Marc's statement. "Yep. Sure," he said, drawing out the last word like a knife sliding through a sheath.
Before Marc could muster any sort of defence, a booming voice shattered the thick tension hanging between them.
"Hey, Holter. Oh, man, is that Holt?"
Both men turned as one, their movements sharp and synchronized, like soldiers responding to a distant gunshot. Striding toward them with the unshakable confidence of someone who always claimed the spotlight was Casey. He was a wiry, restless figure in his mid-twenties, his energy crackling like static electricity. Long, drapery hair dangled around his angular face in loose, chaotic waves; his mirrored shades seemed to drink in the wintry light, sending small, dazzling reflections dancing across the lot like individual signal flares.
Marc groaned audibly, dragging a hand down his face in a gesture of pure exasperation. "Of course it's him," he muttered under his breath, bracing himself for the inevitable.
Holter stiffened beside him, his shoulders squaring and his posture shifting into something subtly guarded. His eyes narrowed, flashing with a wariness that spoke of someone spotting a trap. "Is that—" Holter started to say, his voice low and hesitant.
"Yep," Marc interrupted, his tone grim. "That's Casey.
Casey's grin grew wide as he closed the distance, his arms thrown open like he was ready to hug the entire parking lot. He moved with the unrestrained chaos of a puppy let loose for the first time, bounding forward with wild energy. Before either Marc or Holter could sidestep, Casey lunged, wrapping Holter in a bear-like hug that was as jarring as it was enthusiastic.
Holter froze for a moment, his body stiffening as if in impact. His muscles bunched, and his face spasmed with the faintest hint of panic. But after a long, slow exhale, he grudgingly clapped Casey on the back once, an awkward, stilted gesture, before carefully prying himself free.
"Man, I didn't know you were gonna bring him," Casey exclaimed, jabbing a playful thumb in Marc's direction. His grin sharpened with teasing mischief. 
"If I'd known, I'd have brought more guns for you to play with!" He laughed loudly, the sound echoing across the lot like a bark. "Took you long enough to get here, though."
Holter shifted his head, and lips twitched up in the faintest shadow of a smile. "Not exactly planning on coming," he admitted, nodding his head toward Marc. "But you know how persuasive he can be."
Marc raised both hands up in mock surrender, a sly grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. "What can I say? I'm a guy with a plan."
For a moment, Casey's smile slips. He fixes Holter with a stare and something in his expression relaxes. His grin eases into a quieter smile, and his posture unravels, but his eyes sharpen with unspoken questions.
"Yo, man, you good?" he asked in a low, dropped octave. The teasing edge to Casey's voice vanished as he replaced it with concern. "Is everything all right?"
For an instant, Holter's masked mask slipped into place. A shadow crossed his face, and something unseen weighed him down. His sharp eyes dulled, clouded by a flicker of vulnerability. But the moment was short-lived, gone as soon as it had emerged. He blinked, his face settling into some unreadable version of itself.
"Yeah," he said, his voice rough but steady. "Decent as it can be.
He held Casey's gaze a beat longer, his lips pressing into a thin line, as though he wanted to press further but changed his mind about it. Nodding once, the motion slow and deliberate, he clapped Holter on the arm.
"Glad to hear it, man. Really glad," Casey said, his grin returning with cautious warmth.
The moment went by like a shadow leaving a wall. Casey's energy surmounted back to full strength, his grin widening, his exuberance bursting forth once more. He slapped his hands together, the sharp clap ringing out across the lot.
"This is gonna be awesome!" he exclaimed, bouncing on the balls of his feet like a sitting kid. "The whole gang back together, man!" His eyes shifted between Holter and Marc, full of mischief. "It's been too long!"
Holter arched an eyebrow, his scepticism plain. "The whole gang?" he repeated the word aloud, this time with a note of caution.
Casey nodded unbridled enthusiasm, pointing toward a gleaming, heavily modified RV parked at the far end of the lot. Its sleek, metallic body gleamed under the cold afternoon sun, every surface polished to a near-mirror finish. The vehicle looked more like a hybrid between a surveillance van and a futuristic research lab, bristling with antennas, sensor nodes, and faintly glowing strips of blue LED lighting along its edges.
"Oh yeah," Casey said, pride practically radiating from his voice. He pointed with both hands like he'd just unveiled a luxury car on a game show. "Jon's over there, chilling in the high-tech science ride. Thing's got more bells and whistles than a spaceship."
Holter sighed deeply, his breath fogging briefly in the crisp air. He looked at the RV, scanning every inch of it as if he were already calculating the exits and weaknesses. Finally, he mumbled a gruff, "Thanks, Case," and headed off for it. His boots crunched on the gravel with every slow, deliberate step. His pace wasn't hurried—Holter never rushed—but there was a weight in his stride, a sense of purpose that made each footfall feel heavier than it needed to be.
As Holter disappeared into the distance, Casey turned to Marc, his grin sliding back into place like a familiar mask. "Hey, Marc. Wait up a sec."
Marc, already lagging behind Holter, stopped mid-step, his shoulders sagging like a man suddenly burdened with the weight of the world. He threw his head back with a dramatic groan. "What is it now, Casey?"
Casey smirked all the pictures of exaggerated exasperation. His hands flew out to his hips, his fingers wide-splayed as if to deliver some groundbreaking revelation. "Ok, listen up, 'boss-man.' I got in three hours early, like you said. Three hours. I beat the birds getting here before most of them even clocked in for their shift, man." He jabbed a finger toward the sky, eyes wide with mock incredulity. "And that was six hours ago! Six! I've paced, stood, sat, leaned and done nearly about everything else.". I'm pretty sure I made friends with a squirrel at one point." His arms flailed as he threw them up in the epitome of an exaggerated gesture of disbelief. "But somehow, you two show up three hours late like it's no big deal. Like time doesn't even exist for you."
Marc leaned his head back to rub the back of his neck, his expression satisfied with a twinge of mild regret. He cast a look around, letting a small, wicked grin spread across his mouth before he turned the gaze intense and confrontational on Casey.
"Flight problems," Marc said flatly, not inviting further questions. He spun on his heel with military precision and headed off toward the RV again, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his jacket.
Casey blinked, his face frozen in comical disbelief and indignation. He stood there, arms still raised as if the sheer audacity of those two words had short-circuited his brain. "Flight problems?" he echoed, louder, more incredulous. His head swivelled toward Marc like he was trying to read something off the back of his jacket. "That's it? That's the best you got?"
Marc didn't respond. He didn't even turn around. His stride remained steady, boots crunching against gravel like a ticking clock.
Casey let out a sharp, disbelieving laugh, shaking his head like he'd just heard the punchline of a joke that took too long to land. "Flight problems," he repeated, grinning again, wider than before. This man." He laughed aloud, running his hands down his face as if he were dragging the dirt of confusion from his skin. Then, with a light jog, he fell into step behind Marc. The lot melted into the background: car horns, jet engines- all sound could be nothing more than white noise.
The moment Holter stepped inside he stopped cold. His boots lingered over the threshold a beat longer than needed. His eyes swept out across the space in front of him, piercing and analytical. The sterile, high-tech interior was a jarring juxtaposition to the raw, rugged wildness of the parking lot outside. The narrow space was lit by clean, white LED strips that ran along the ceiling in perfect, unbroken lines, bathing everything in a crisp, clinical glow.
Monitors blinked and pulsed on every wall, its screens hosting a symphony of data streams, maps, and live feeds of surveillance cameras. Holographic displays hovered faintly in the air, their soft blue outlines shimmering as though they might vanish at any moment. Workstations were lined up with an array of neatly organized tools, devices, and prototype tech that was both cutting-edge and slightly ominous.
The air had a metallic tang, undercut by the sharp, sterile smell of disinfectant. The atmosphere was dense as if the RV itself was holding its breath.
At the far end of the RV, a man in his thirties with spectacles was hunched over at a console, his fingers moving with perfect mechanical precision. Holter recognized the man immediately. Jon's balding head caught the glow of the LEDs, making it look like a small moon rising in the night sky. His oversized glasses magnified the raptor-sharp darting eyes with the quintessential "science guy" look.
"Radios are tested. Backup radios are set. Walkie-talkies have been checked," Jon was saying, his voice crisp, like he was rattling off a pre-flight checklist.
"We've got redundancies on top of redundancies. The last thing we need is to be out there and realize our only line of comms is a dead brick."
"Jon," Holter said quietly. Just one word, but it was enough to snap Jon's head up.
Jon froze, his fingers hovering inches above the console. Slowly, his eyes darted toward the source of the interruption. Confusion flickered across his face, then surprise, then warmth. His expression shifted like storm clouds giving way to a clear sky.
"Holter?" Jon blinked like he wasn't sure if he was dreaming. "Oh my god, Holter!"
He turned away from the console so swiftly that he almost tumbled over his own feet. Crossing the small space in three quick strides, he halted not quite close enough to touch Holter, his eyes flicking between Holter's face and his outstretched arms. Pausing there for a moment, he tugged Holter into a lurching but heartfelt embrace.
"Man, it's so good to see you," Jon said, his voice full of authentic elation. "I knew Marc was dragging you into this, but still… seeing you here in person?" He shook his head back, incredulous. 
"Unreal."
Holter's mouth allowed a small, fleeting smile to tug at the corner of it. "Good to see you too, Jon," he replied, his voice carrying a rare warmth.
The moment didn't last long. Marc entered with that commanding presence, his voice cutting through space like a razor. "Alright, everybody! Jeep's squared away. What's our status?"
Jon straightened up like he’d been hit with an electric current. His playful demeanour vanished, replaced by cold, calculated focus. Adjusting his glasses, he nodded toward Marc. "All systems are operational. Simmons' crew did most of the setup, but I’m double-checking everything. No room for mistakes."
Holter scanned the interior of the RV, his eyes stopping on holographic screens and technology he couldn't recognize. Mental inventory: notes on potential flaws and failure points. One second passed. Then he nodded. "Seems solid," he said. "Gear only as good as how it holds up in the moment of pressure."
Marc grinned and clapped him on the back with the force of a bear paw. 
"That’s why you’re here, Holt. Without you, this whole thing would’ve been a beautiful disaster."
At the console, Jon slid on a sleek headset and flipped a row of switches with practised ease. Static crackled, and then Casey’s voice burst through the speakers.
"Tell me again why I have to stand outside?" Casey's voice dripped with mock irritation.
"Comms check," Jon replied, chuckling as he glanced at Holter. "Crystal clear."
Marc's eyes locked with Holter's, and for a moment, all the casual bravado drained from his face. Determination settled in, like a storm front rolling over the horizon.
"The adventure starts now, my friend," Marc said, his grin sharp as a blade.
Holter didn't smile. His gaze locked, and his eyes narrowed, as something unspoken settled deep into his chest-a weight, faint but present.
Adventure, he thought, forcing his jaw to tighten. It's never just an adventure.
His eyes returned to the screens, and his mind immediately began working its way through every possible scenario. Outside, the world was wild and untempered. But he worried most about the unknowns that lurked in the shadows.

CHAPTER 7 
The road unwound before the convoy like a dark ribbon, cutting through the sweeping, untamed expanse of the Canadian wilderness. To either side, towering evergreens stood like sentinels, spindly branches interlocking far above them to form a natural cathedral that cast skeletal shadows across the asphalt in the fading sunlight. The hum of the RV's engine blended with the rhythmic crunch of gravel beneath its tyres, the only sounds breaking the solemn silence of the convoy's journey deeper into the enigmatic heart of the unknown.
Inside, the air hummed with still and almost palpable anticipation, a collective unspoken understanding that something momentous-and possibly dangerous-was waiting just beyond the curve of the horizon. A moment that makes the hair on the back of your neck stand up on its ends, as if the open country itself were all eyes, holding its breath.
Marc sat by the window, his face almost pressed against the cold glass, the heat of his breath fogging the surface with each exhale. His wide-eyed gaze remained transfixed on the sprawling landscape outside, drinking it in with the kind of reverence reserved for cathedrals and star-filled skies. The emerald hues of the trees bent over endlessly into the distance, and the soft gold of the light of the fading afternoon only made them more vivid and rich. The sheer scale of the wilderness was a staggering eternal sea of green that seemed to dwarf the convoy, making the RV and its occupant speck in a world immeasurably older, wilder, and more profound than their own.
"It's beautiful, isn't it?" Marc's voice finally broke the stillness, carrying a note of wonder so pure it bordered on innocence, as though he were seeing the world for the first time.
Holter, sitting beside him with one boot propped casually against the edge of his seat, smirked but kept his focus on the winding road ahead. He didn't bother glancing out the window, as if the grandeur outside couldn't compete with his own thoughts. "Tell me about it," he muttered, his tone holding the faintest trace of amusement. Then, leaning slightly toward Marc, his voice dropped to something more knowing, edged with a ghost of a challenge. "But trust me, kid, I'm sure we haven't seen nothin' yet."
As if called forth by his words, the RV crested a sharp bend in the road and the trees parted for a moment to reveal a breathtaking, panoramic view of the wild. Valleys stretched endlessly, their rolling contours blanketed in a dense, unbroken sea of trees that rippled and swayed in the gentle wind. The forest seemed in motion as if it had life, breathing and shifting under some unseen rhythm, movements eerily hypnotic. The view was breathtaking in sheer, majestic beauty, but it carried something else too, a subtle, almost imperceptible unease gnawing at the edges of its serenity like a shadow cast by something unspoken.
A sudden crackle from the comm system brought everyone back to reality. Casey's voice cut through the static, his words laced with his usual humour but a thread of seriousness that was hard to overlook. "Looks like we've got our work cut out for us, guys," he quipped, though the faint tension threading its way through his words betrayed him.
Jon leaned back in his chair, near the communications console, with a headset dangling drunkenly over one ear. He snorted a low laugh and shifted his fingers automatically over knobs and switches even as his gaze strayed to the endless stretch of green outside. "Understatement of the year," he muttered, to himself more than anyone else, shaking his head as the corners of his mouth twitched into a brief, sour smile. A silence outside the wilderness seemed to answer back; vast, unrelenting, a reminder of the mysteries that lay ahead.
Hours later, as the sun dipped low on the horizon, painting the sky in fiery hues of red and orange, the convoy rolled to a halt at the edge of Tashagh National Park. The towering trees that had loomed in the distance for miles now rose before them, forming a dense, nearly impenetrable wall of wood and shadow. The path ahead seemed to vanish into the forest's dark heart, swallowed whole by the overwhelming presence of the wilderness.
Holter leaned back in his chair, his face full of self-congratulation, a faint glint of satisfaction creeping into his eyes as he glanced over his shoulder at Marc. "See?" he said, jerking his thumb toward the forbidding expanse outside. His tone was dripping with self-satisfaction, as though he had orchestrated the entire scene for Marc's benefit.
Marc slowly emerged from the RV, almost unwillingly, his boots crunching against the gravel as he moved to stand before the towering forest. He took a long, deliberate look at the imposing expanse, the sheer scale of it forcing him to crane his neck. His jaw slackened, and his eyes widened as he let out a low, appreciative whistle. That's a big goddamn forest," he said to himself, an expression of half-disgust, half-reverence in his muttering words, as though the woods required such reverence.
Holter trailed after him, his smile stretching to tease but with an edge of pride. He leaned forward and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper, his voice low and biting enough to make Marc wince. "Told ya," he said, with a stretch to his grin to make it clear.
Inside the RV, the comm system sprang to life, bursting through the moment with static that sounded almost abnormally loud in the stillness of the wild. The assistant driver's calm, measured voice filled the speakers, with a finality that settled over the group like a blanket. "We are getting near the destination," he declared, his simple words amplifying only the weight of what was waiting.
Marc hovered close to the end of the RV, staring still at that endless line of trees facing them like some kind of dares for him to get in there. Holter stood beside him, not boasting of anything, so it felt, as though both tried to digest the whole immensity of the wood. The air between them was heavy with unspoken possibilities—and the quiet, unsettling promise that whatever waited within Tashagh National Park would demand more from them than they were ready to give.
Deep in the heart of Tashagh National Park, a small ranger's office stood defiant against the vast wilderness surrounding it, a lone island of order in a sea of untamed chaos. Its walls were covered in peeling, yellowed maps, curls at the edges from age and moisture. Shelves sagged under loads of soiled field guides and threadbare logs whose spines were cracked and pages yellowing from decades of use. The whine of the old computer broke the silence, its pale blue glowing dimly across Felix's tired features as he slumped over the keyboard. His bespectacled eyes, rimmed with dark circles, told the story of too many sleepless nights grappling with the park's mounting mystery.
The creaking of the office door cut through the quiet, bringing Felix out of his trance-like focus. He looked up just as Noah entered the room, the ranger's uniform rumpled, shoulder slumped under an invisible burden. There was a sad languor about him, clinging as if a shadow, movement so slow and deliberate that it seemed every step came hard. Without a word, Noah laid his creased ranger hat on the desk and plodded toward the battered coffee machine in the corner.
"Another fine mess," Noah muttered, his voice low and gravelly as he fiddled absently with the machine's dials, his frustration palpable. He seemed to be willing to produce something stronger than coffee.
Felix leaned back in his creaky chair, the faint irritation on his face tempered by years of familiarity. "There you are. Where've you been hiding this time?"
Noah didn't even bother to turn around. "Just staring at the trees again," he said with a dry edge that carried a note of weariness. "About to head back out."
Felix laughed low in his throat, the sound almost like a thin sheet of ice cracking beneath one's step. The keys clicked steadily beneath his fingers as he resumed typing. "And? Did anything exciting happen out there? Did the trees finally decide to tell you, their secrets?"
Noah turned just enough to shoot Felix a flat, unimpressed look, his lips twitching in a faint grimace. "Real hilarious," he muttered before turning back to his quest for caffeine.
Felix smirked, unconcerned by the riposte. His fingers stroked the keyboard with renewed purpose. "Gotta find some humour in all this weird chaos, right?" quipped Felix, and now there was a harder edge in the tone. "Speaking of anarchy, I finally reached the department about those problem trees blocking the road. Took a bleeding eternity, but they are sending someone out tomorrow. Oh, and heads-up—we've got more visitors incoming. Things are going to get a lot more interesting."
He froze mid-motion, a spoon full of sugar hovering precariously above his coffee cup, grains catching dim light as they teetered on the brink of falling. His brow furrowed, a deep crease forming above sharp, weathered eyes. "Visitors?" he repeated, his voice low and wary. "What kind of visitors?"
Felix shrugged, the motion casual, though his tone betrayed a flicker of unease. His gaze darted briefly to the window, where the shadows of the encroaching wilderness seemed to press closer. "Could be hunters. Could be thrill-seekers. Hard to say these days. Honestly, I’m surprised anyone’s still coming out here…" His words trailed off, his voice dropping to a near whisper as he added, "You know, after what happened." The room fell into an oppressive silence, the kind that didn't need words to speak volumes. The weight of unspoken memories, heavy and dark, pressed down on both men like an invisible storm cloud. Noah exhaled slowly, his shoulders sagging as he lowered the spoon and placed it beside the cup. "Did they ever find that couple?" he asked, his voice laced with the faintest trace of hope, though he already knew the answer. "After the last search?"
Felix shook his head, the motion deliberate and slow, as if each shake carried the burden of failure. When he spoke, his voice was barely audible, as though the forest itself was listening. "Nope. Not a damn thing."
The words hit Noah like a gut punch, his frustration boiling over in a sudden, explosive motion. He slammed his coffee cup onto the counter, the sharp sound of ceramic on wood cutting through the thick air. The hot liquid sloshed violently over the rim, pooling onto the scratched surface of the counter in dark, steaming rivulets. "Damn it!" he snarled, his voice raw with anger. "Just what the hell is going on out there?"
Felix flinched slightly and didn't respond immediately, his eyes fixed on the computer screen, the faint glow illuminating his furrowed brow. He began typing absently, moving his fingers across the keyboard as if searching for an answer hidden somewhere in the lines of data.
Noah picked up a towel and started cleaning the spill with jerky and aggressive movements, coiling the tension very tight within his frame. The silence between them was oppressive, interrupted only by the soft squeak of the towel on the counter and the hum of the computer.
"I just wish I could do more," Noah whispered low and raw with guilt, sinking under the weight of his words, his shoulders dropping like a sack.
Felix finally turned in his chair, and the sharpness in his features softened as he looked at Noah. The eyes told him that both of them understood. It reflected the same feeling of hopelessness gnawing inside each of them. "I know, man," he said gently. "But what else can we do? We have tried all our means of finding her—search parties, helicopters, cadaver dogs. We have looked at every inch of that forest. What's left?"
Noah shook his head, Felix’s words doing little to untangle the knot of frustration tightening in his chest. "Yeah," he said softly, though the word carried more resignation than agreement. He paused, staring down at the dark pool of coffee soaking into the towel, as though the answer might reveal itself in its inky depths. "I guess you’re right."
He drained the rest of his coffee in one bitter gulp, the heat of the liquid barely registering as he turned and strode toward the door. His boots thudded heavily against the worn wooden floor, each step punctuating the heavy silence.
Felix raised an eyebrow, swivelling slightly in his chair to watch him leave. "You going already? Where to this time?"
Noa stopped at the door. One hand rested on the creaked metal handle of it. His broad shoulders moved with each rise and fall of the sigh. 
"Just another walk," he said without turning around his back; his voice low and very determined. "Gotta get my head together."
The door shut behind him, the sound crisp and decisive, leaving Felix alone in the dim office. He sat there motionless for a moment, staring at the door closed against him, before turning back to the faint glow of the computer screen. The hum of the machine filled the void once more, a constant reminder of the unrelenting work still to be done. Outside, the forest loomed like a legend, its secrets buried deep beneath the ancient shadows, waiting with an almost sentient stillness. Somewhere within the dark tangle of trees, the answers lay hidden—but so did the dangers.


CHAPTER 8
The late sun filtering through the dense canopy above-cast dancing flickering shadows across the vast clearing. A lonely log cabin stood at the edge of the narrow gravel road, weathered timber blending almost seamlessly with the wild wilderness surrounding it. The structure exuded a rugged charm, but there was a forlorn air about it, as if it had been left to stand witness to secrets long forgotten. A few vehicles were parked haphazardly around the clearing, their dark paint glinting in the fading light, like relics of a world trying to cling to the edge of civilization.
Marc stood before the cabin, his hands firmly planted on his hips as his gaze swept the scene before him with a quiet sense of accomplishment. The thick, heady scent of pine and damp earth was in the air, interspersed with the delicate rustle of leaves the gentle breeze stirred. The silence was broken by the loud, confident voice—commanding.
"Gentlemen! I think we're ready to begin."
He turned to the group, a wide grin spreading across his face. But even as he seemed to radiate confidence, the faint tension in his eyes betrayed the weight of the task ahead.
"Alright, team, this is our spot. Whaddaya think?" he asked, his tone buoyant though it carried an undercurrent of expectation.
Holter scratched at the back of his head, his expression uncertain. "Looks pretty decent," he said, though his words lacked enthusiasm.
Casey leaned nonchalantly against the Jeep, arms crossed over his chest, projecting an air of calculated ease. His sharp eyes scanned the open space with a faint smirk playing at the corner of his lips. "A little out here in the open, y'know? But hey, it's got a vibe. I'll give you that."
Jon folded his arms tightly across his chest and said nothing. His gaze flicked toward the cabin, his words flat and clipped. "It's serviceable," he said, his tone flat, as if he didn't get himself impressed easily.
Holter stepped forward, his boots crunching on the gravel as he raised his eyes to the sky. He squinted against the golden sunlight filtering through the trees, his face careful. 
"If the weather turns, we might have trouble getting back here," he said, his tone practical, almost matter-of-fact, but laced with a hint of worry.
Marc exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair in a way that betrayed his frustration. Still, he forced a smile, determined to keep the team focused. "Alright, alright, guys. I didn’t pick the spot, okay? We just have to adapt and roll with it."
The words remained in the air, and there was silence for a moment until that sense of sudden realisation crept over Marc and opened his eyes. As he wheeled round on his heel, he didn't utter a word, running and then jogging toward the Jeep in sharp, frenetic movement. He ran towards the Jeep, pulled up the trunk, and dived into the tangle of equipment as a man derailed.
Just give me a second," Marc called over his shoulder, his voice muffled as he dug around in the mess.
Holter raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms across his chest as he flicked a dubious glance toward Casey. "Is something supposed to happen?".
Marc didn't look up, his eyes fixed. "There's a video recording that explains everything—every detail of this operation. Hold on…" He emerged triumphantly a moment later, brandishing a portable DVD player as if it were the Ark of the Covenant. "Got it!"
He slammed the trunk shut and ran back to the group, his fingers opening the small screen of the device with urgency. He pressed buttons more and more forcefully, but nothing happened. The screen refused to budge.
"Come on, damn it," he muttered under his breath, his frustration bubbling over.
Casey, who had been following this whole scene with thin coats of amusement, could not resist. "Did you try tapping on it?"
Marc froze mid-press and slowly turned toward Casey, a face so serious, as though the suggestion were a hurt to his pride. "Come on, Casey. Don't joke about this. It's expensive equipment."
Jon took a step forward, his arms still crossed and looked at the device. Then, a moment elapsed, he shook his head. "It's busted. Doesn't seem like it's gonna work."
Marc had reached his limit. "Perfect. Just fucking perfect!" He jabbed the DVD player back into his bag sharply, and his frustration was almost palpable.
Holter moved closer, his broad hand coming down lightly on the shoulder of Marc. His voice was steady but firm, a steadying presence. "Easy does it. Briefed enough, don't you think?"
Marc took a deep, shaking breath, exhaling a little as his hands were shaking. "Yeah. I guess so. Base, equipment all set. We have a week. Just don't screw up the joint, okay?"
Before anyone could say anything, a low growl of an engine pierced the otherwise silent atmosphere. The sound was feeble at first but quickly grew louder and more insistent as it cut through the quiet like a warning.
Holter's head jerked toward the noise, tensing his posture like a coiled spring. He narrowed his eyes and spoke under his breath, suspicion dripping from his words. "Who's that?"
One by one, the group turned toward the winding forest road, their conversations faltering mid-sentence as the low growl of an approaching engine grew louder. The sound, once distant and muffled, now roared through the clearing, sending a ripple of unease through the otherwise tranquil space.
A camouflage-painted vehicle came tearing into view, its four rugged tires kicking a thick cloud of dust that swirled in patches of golden shafts piercing the dense canopy. The truck screeched to a halt in front of them. Abrupt arrival cut the quiet like a knife through silk.
Marc's face fell, the confident mask he had worn a few moments earlier melting into unease. He stiffened, the corner of his mouth twitching as a single word escaped under his breath: "Shit." Though barely audible, the curse carried the weight of his apprehension.
With a mechanical whirr, the truck's window rolled down to reveal Arlo's familiar face, his lips curled into a smug grin. The gleam in his eyes carried a malice that felt almost palpable, an unspoken challenge that hung heavily in the air.
"Well, hello, good people," Arlo drawled, his voice slick and condescending. It only reminded one that sinister often wore the mask of mock cordiality; the word was a thin veneer for the venom below.
Holter's jaw clenched, his posture changing as a dark scowl clouded over his face. His broad shoulders squared, and his voice dropped to a low growl. "What in the world are you doing here?" he demanded in a tone that made the restrained anger sharpen every syllable.
Arlo slumped out of the window, his body so relaxed he seemed to take up an extra space, all the aggravation. He was just so confident, and that was irritating in itself; it seemed a deliberate provocation. His sharp eyes swept the group, and he looked at Holter as though he was savouring the tension.
"I was going to ask you the same thing," Arlo said, his grin spreading wider until it bordered on predatory. He let the moment uncomfortably, the silence thick with the weight of unspoken animosity. Then, with a tilt of his head, his tone turned venomous. "Though to be honest, I think I've already figured it out."
He paused for effect, the glint in his eye growing sharper before delivering the jab. "Oh, and your old man? He's nothing but scattered bones now. A relic. Good luck finding him—or not ending up just like him."
The words struck their target squarely, and in that flash of time, Holter snapped. A guttural growl erupted from his throat as he lunged forward, his powerful hands clamping around Arlo's neck like steel clamps. "You goddamn idiot!" he roared, his voice raw with fury. "Say that again! Right to my face!"
The clearing erupted into chaos. Casey darted forward, boots skidding on the gravel as he grabbed Holter by the arm with both hands. "Easy, Holt!" he yelled, his voice straining as he tried to pull his friend back.
"Not worth it, man!" Jon added, grip just as firm as he joined in the effort to break the two apart.
Marc stepped forward, his voice cutting through the din like a whip. "Arlo, why don't you get lost?" he snapped in a tone sharp with authority and laced with barely restrained contempt. "Stay the hell out of our business."
Arlo, not in the least intimidated, did not bat an eyelid. If anything, his smirk widened, his composure not ruffled one bit by the outburst. He leaned back in his seat with an infuriatingly casual air, as if he had all the time in the world.
"Relax, boys," he said smoothly, his voice dripping with mock reassurance. He made a lazy gesture toward the passenger seat, where a lanky man with an awkward bowl cut and a grin that didn’t quite meet his eyes sat silently. "This here’s Maurice. Thought I’d introduce him. After all, we’re all on the same team, right?"
Maurice chuckled, the sound dry and hollow, like the creak of an old door. "That’s right," he echoed, his grin stretching unnervingly wider.
Arlo’s attention snapped back to Holter, a glint of malice still burning in his eyes. He leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping into a mock conspiratorial whisper. "Difference is," he said, his words slow and deliberate, "we’ll win. You’ll lose. Simple as that."
Before anyone could respond, the low rumble of another vehicle drifted into the clearing. Heads turned instinctively toward the sound, the tension among them sharpening into a collective edge. Almost before they knew it a park ranger's truck rounded the treeline and began to make its way, official emblem glinting in the sunlight—a splash of brightness in this dark scene. The engine groaned to a stop, and Noah stepped out with an air of practised authority. His sharp eyes swept the room over, taking in every detail with the precision of someone who had long mastered the art of reading a situation.
"Is there a problem here?" Noah asked, his voice so calm it seemed to be expecting a yes or no response. No one could doubt the sharp edge underneath the tone, though it was more like a statement, really, phrased as a question through civility.
Arlo, ever the actor, turned to face the ranger with a charming smile that didn't make it all the way to his eyes. And instantly he'd altered moods, the aggression just a few moments before switched for a studied politeness which seemed almost rehearsed. "No problem at all, officer," he said, pulling off his hat in a mock gesture of exaggerated deference. "Just came by to say hello to some old acquaintances." His words dripped with insincerity, his grin twisting into something razor-sharp, aimed squarely at Holter.
"Bye, for now, good people," Arlo said with a tone both mocking and dripping with subtle malice. His gaze lingered on Holter a beat too long as if daring him to respond. "Try not to get lost out here… or get in the way."
With that, he tipped his cap again and revved the engine, the truck roaring to life. Gravel and dirt sprayed from its tyres as it sped off, leaving behind a thick cloud of dust that hung in the air like an unwanted guest. The group stood frozen their unease palpable as the sound of Arlo’s departure faded into the forest’s embrace.
Noa looked away at the dissipating dust cloud, his expression unreadable, though silence seemed to speak volumes. After a while, he turned back to the group, his stance unyielding. "I take it those men aren't with you?" he asked, his voice steady but laced with curiosity.
Marc stepped forward, his jaw tight, and shook his head. "No, officer. Definitely, not," he said, his words clipped and heavy with distaste.
Noah nodded slowly, furrowing his brow to consider as he looked back out at the road. "If they give you trouble," he said, his voice cool but firm, "just let me know. We'll take care of it." Holter, visibly still tense, muttered low, "Thanks," though the anger in his voice was barely concealed.
The ranger's sharp gaze softened a little, but his tone was measured. "Be careful out here," he said to the group as a whole. "I don't know what brought you into this forest, but whatever it is, I hope you finish your business quickly. This place. it doesn't take kindly to visitors overstaying their welcome."
No sooner did he say this than Noah was back inside his truck, the slamming door final as it echoed off the trunks of the trees in the clearing. The engine growled again to life and drove away into the distance along the snaking road.
For a long moment, the group stood in silence, the weight of the encounter pressing down on them like a heavy shroud. The ancient forest loomed around them, its towering trees stretching skyward, their dark branches whispering secrets in the breeze. Somewhere in its shadowed depths, those secrets lay waiting, hidden in the tangled roots and shadowed undergrowth. Whether they were truths or terrors remained to be seen.

CHAPTER 9
The cabin, small and weatherworn, sat hunched against the encroaching woods as if trying to fend off the inevitable march of nature. Faded walls bore the scars of years spent in quiet isolation, with peeling paint flaking like old parchment and a sagging roof bowing under the weight of time. It exuded a forlorn charm, a place shaped by solitude and whispers of seasons gone by.
Inside, the room was small, a place of dimmed practicality. Faded maps and hand-sketched pictures of native animals covered the wooden walls: curled at the edges and yellowing paper, they testified to the passing of ages. Every one of them seemed to be a bit of a tale, their lines tracing out in ink the whispers of long-past explorers. A sagging medium-brown couch slumped against one wall, its fabric worn thin and its cushions deflated, as though it had long since resigned itself to disrepair. A large, empty fridge loomed nearby, a ghost of functionality, its hollow interior a stark reminder of the cabin's solitude.
A battered wooden table anchored the space at the center of the room. Its surface was worn smooth by years of use, with faint knife scars and rings from countless coffee mugs burnt into it. Marc, Holter, Jon, and Casey are seated around it. Their faces tense with exhaustion showed quietly the intensity of men standing on the edge of something greater than themselves.
Marc leaned forward, his knuckles pressed against the scarred surface of the table. His eyes, sharp and unyielding, swept over the group like a captain surveying his crew before the first crack of thunder. The air around him seemed heavier, each moment thick with unspoken gravity.
"Alright, gentlemen," Marc began, his voice steady but charged with purpose. "Let's get to it. What's the plan?"
Holter sat next to the narrow cabin window and took a brief look out at the glass. Outside was a forest looming beyond it, heavy with trees draped in low-hanging mist that clung to the tops of the trees like a veil. He stroked his beard, then continued, "We will start with a quick hike." His voice was low and steady. "Just a few miles to get the lay of the land. What's the weather looking like?"
Marc straightened, slipping into a tone of quiet authority. "Cloudy for the most part," he replied. "Scattered showers are possible, but nothing too serious. The forecast says it should hold steady for the next week and a half. Practically perfect."
Holter nodded and a flicker of approval softened his otherwise serious expression. "Good," he said. "That gives us a window to work with. Once the base is fully set up, we can really start digging into this thing."
Casey leaned back in his chair, the lopsided grin stretching his face. He elbowed Jon with his elbow, saying, "Just like old times, huh?" His voice was smooth and teasing, a jolt of lightness against the weight of the air.
Jon smiled, letting tension seep out of his shoulders for the first time. "Yeah," he said, his voice laced with nostalgia. "Just like old times."
Before the moment could stretch too long, Holter's voice sliced through the room like a whip. "Let's not get too sentimental," he said firmly, his tone brooking no argument. "We've got tasks to divvy up. Jon, you stay here and handle the tech. Casey and Marc, you're with me."
Marc hesitated, his expression flickering as though caught in an internal debate. His eyes darted toward Jon before settling back on Holter. "Actually," he said carefully, his tone calm but deliberate, "I’ll stay here this time."
Holter’s brow furrowed, his sharp gaze narrowing in scrutiny. "Jon’s better with the tech," he said flatly, the words more statement than a question.
Marc shrugged, his casual demeanour betraying a hint of stubborn resolve. "I’m decent enough," he replied. "Besides, Jon might benefit from stretching his legs. Mix things up a little."
Jon raised a hand in mock surrender, his grin widening. "Works for me," he said with a light laugh. "No complaints here."
Holter looked at Marc, his expression unspoken, carrying the burden of leadership. After what might have been a moment, he nodded gruffly. "Fine. Let's get it done," he said curtly.
Casey, ever the spark in their group, slapped his hand down onto the table with an audible thwack that broke the tension. "Alright, team!" he declared, his grin as infectious as it was mischievous. "Hands in—for the team and for the old man!"
The others hesitated for a moment, laughing and determined in equal measure before one by one they repeated the gesture. Their hands piled atop one another, and it was in that basic gesture that was a monument to camaraderie as well as to shared purpose.
"For the team and for the old man", they repeated their voices merging into each other in an amalgam of laughter and determination. 
In that instant, the oppressive silence of the cabin seemed to break apart and was replaced by a fragile but growing unity. Outside, the forest stood waiting—the secrets locked in shadows, the mysteries whispering an unspoken challenge.
The Woods: Shadows in the Trees The forest pulsed with life, a living, breathing entity whose secrets whispered from the depths of its verdant heart. The rustling leaves composed a haunting symphony, the rhythmic swaying punctuated by the occasional eerie call of unseen birds. A damp, musky scent of rich earth clung to the air, mingling with the faint tang of decaying foliage. Every rhythmic crunch of boots against the undergrowth served as a sharp reminder of their intrusion into this ancient, untamed wilderness.
It felt as if the woods themselves were alive, watching, waiting, and weighing the intruders with silent judgment. Inside the RV, Casey toyed absently with the radio dials, his fingers spinning them in restless loops. Static crackled and hissed, its erratic noise blending uncomfortably with the subtle hum of the forest beyond. The air inside felt thick, heavy with unseen eyes and unheard whispers. Outside, Holter paced with restless energy, walkie-talkie in hand sputtering white noise bursts.
His sharp eyes swept the dense wall of trees looming like silent sentinels, their towering forms cloaked in an ever-shifting dance of light and shadow.
Marc's voice snapped through the static, triumphant and clear-cut, exploding the tension that had bunched together around the group. "Well done, guys. All beacons go live. Tenfold increase in visibility now. No one can hide from us anymore."
Holter paused mid-stride, his head tilting slightly as his gaze swept the treeline. Shafts of sunlight filtered through the canopy, painting the forest floor in dappled patterns of gold and green. The interplay of light and shadow made the landscape seem alive, as if the forest itself was breathing, its secrets shifting just beyond reach. "Copy that," he replied, his voice steady, though his fingers tightened around the walkie. "We’re heading back."
Climbing into the Jeep, Casey sprawled back in his seat with overdone nonchalance. He had his hands laced behind his head. "So, Holt," he dawdled lazily, "what do you suppose it is a bear, a wolf, or something more?"
Holter shrugged, his expression as closed as his answer. "Hard to say." His eyes lingered on the forest, searching the rolling shadows as if they might hold the answers he sought.
The walkie crackled again, and Jon's voice came through, laced with frustration. "Hard to say is right. No leads, no survivors, and no solid evidence. The news hasn't pieced together anything useful, and even the brass seems clueless. Whatever's out here… it's slippery."
Holter's jaw clenched, his grip on the steering wheel tightening as he frowned. "What are you implying, Jon?"
"I'm saying," Jon replied, his tone grim and deliberate, "that we might be dealing with something more deliberate. Maybe even a person. This could be the work of a serial killer, for all we know."
Casey snorted. The tension would have snapped otherwise. He turned to Holter with a wicked grin and leaned forward, his eyes sparking with amusement. "A killer? Nah, man. It's gotta be some kinda animal gone crazy. Like a bear or a rabid wolf. Or, wait." He paused and his grin grew wider. "A squirrel."
Holter blinked, taken aback by the ridiculousness. "A squirrel?
Jon's laugh crackled through the walkie, brief balm against the growing unease. "Seriously, Casey? A squirrel?"
Casey spread his hands wide in mock sincerity, unrepentant grin firmly in place. "Hey, rabies does weird things, man. Do you ever see a squirrel on a bad day? They're vicious."
Holter rolled his eyes, though a ghost of a smile tugged at his lips. "If it's a killer squirrel, we're way out of our league."
The levity shattered like fragile glass as Casey suddenly lurched forward, his voice sharp with alarm. "Holt, look out!"
Holter's reflexes kicked in immediately. His foot slammed onto the brake, and the Jeep screeched to a jarring halt, the acrid scent of burnt rubber cutting through the forest's earthy perfume. Something large and hairy had darted across the road, vanishing into the thick undergrowth before anyone could fully register its presence.
Heart hammering, Holter gripped the steering wheel as if anchoring himself to reality.
"What the hell was that?"
Jon's voice cracked through the walkie-talkie, sharp and choppy. "Holt? You O.K.? What is the.?"
Holter heaved his breath, words shaking his voice. "We are. Something crossed the road. Sounded like a man."
Casey looked at him, his eyes agog with incredulity. "A man? In the desert? Are you serious?"
Holter didn't react. His eyes were still fixed on the spot where the figure had vanished. Wordlessly, he opened the door and stepped out into the wet air. The silence of the forest was oppressive, like a suffocating blanket, and the sounds of life seemed muted, almost eerie. Every shadow seemed to shift, every branch to bow under the weight of something unseen.
"I’m checking it out," Holter announced, his tone clipped and resolute, leaving no room for argument.
Jon’s voice spiked with alarm through the crackling static of the walkie. "Wait! Stay in the vehicle! Holter, don’t—"
But Holter was already walking, his gun drawn and steady in his hand. Each careful step toward the trees was filled with unspoken fear, his senses screaming for the unnatural silence that seemed to press down on him like a weight. The forest, which had been alive with whispers and rustling leaves, held its breath now, its ancient gaze fixed on him, silent observer of what was to come.
Then came the boy's astonished stare. Emerging from the shadows was a human figure that barely seemed human, as if the forest itself had conjured it from its darkest depths. An old man-or something that wore the guise of one-staggered into view. His hunched frame was draped in a tattered wolf pelt, the fur matted and weathered, while jagged antlers jutted out at unnatural angles, their stark points a grotesque crown.
Macabre decorations seemed to give him some air of primal menace, almost a creature caught between man and beast.
His face was masked in jagged red and black streaks that cracked and weathered like etched paint on his very skin for decades. Wild eyes darted with a strange combination of madness and piercing clarity, their sharpness a striking contrast with the ragged form.
Holter was temporarily crippled with a stifled breath as adrenaline flooded through his body. He called out in a nervously shaken tone, "Hey, are you okay? Do you need some help?"
The man turned with a jolt, his movements jerky and unnatural, like a marionette pulled by invisible strings. He tilted his head to the side, studying Holter with an intensity that sent a shiver racing down his spine. His voice was a guttural rasp when he finally spoke, raw and broken as if it hadn't been used in years.
"I am not a man anymore," he hissed, speaking each word out and dripping with an ominous weight. "I am the sad mountain. Who are you to be here?"
Holter swallowed hard, his grip tightening on his weapon, though it felt more like a futile gesture against the surreal terror before him. 
"I'm Holter," he said, his voice low and steady, masking the unease knotting his stomach. "What do you mean? Are you hurt? Can I help you?" 
The man's eyes flicked wildly, his gaunt body trembling with erratic movements, as though wracked by an unseen force. He stepped closer, his cracked lips curled in a twisted smile. 
"As long as I breathe, I shall never be hurt," he said. "But so long as you breathe here, you will be less." His voice fell into an icy whisper, cutting across the heavy air like a blade. "Go out, or come in—but here no good awaits. Till it is done."
Holter's instincts were screaming for him to retreat, but before he could speak another word, the man bolted into the woods. His movements were unnaturally swift, and disturbingly fluid, a blur of fur, antlers, and cracked paint disappearing into the shadows.
"Hey! Wait!" 
Holter shouted, his voice raking through the strangled silence as he ran after the man. The trees seemed to close around him. The tall, jagged shadows of their branches pinned in his footsteps. The figure running ahead was a phantom. He floated across the undergrowth with an ease that didn't bear explanation.
Within moments, the forest swallowed the man whole, shadows closing around him as though protecting one of its own. Holter stopped, chest heaving as he scanned the treeline, but there was nothing-only the oppressive stillness of the woods, the echo of his ragged breaths, and the cryptic warning that now hung heavy in the air, a weight he couldn't shake.


CHAPTER 10
Holter climbed back into the Jeep, his movements deliberate and heavy, as if the weight of the encounter clung to him like a second skin. He settled into the driver's seat with a sharp exhale, gripping the steering wheel tightly, his knuckles whitening as if the act could anchor him to reality.
Casey sat erect in the passenger seat, his otherwise carefree demeanour all but forgotten. His face, which had paled to an odd shade of drawn white, highlighted the dim glow of dashboard lights, each shadow thrown into sharp relief by the angst that lay between them, like a thick, choking fog, displacing all the bravado he liked to carry around as some sort of armour.
"What was it?" Casey asked, his voice hardly above a whisper. It wasn't just the question itself; it was the tone, tentative and almost reverent, as though speaking louder might summon the shadows lurking just beyond the Jeep's headlights.
Holter stared straight ahead, his jaw set, muscles twitching as he sought words that might make some sort of sense of what he'd seen. Finally, he spoke, his tone flat, almost mechanical. "Just a guy. Wearing. some kind of animal skin." The words sounded empty, hollow, as if saying them out loud couldn't possibly convey the primaeval fear that settled deep in his chest.
The radio had started walking across his fingers. It spoke and shattered the silence. Jon's voice sliced across the darkness: "What the hell was happening out there?"
Holter said nothing, staring at the black outline of the forest in the headlighted expanse, which seemed living and forcing itself in unseen pressures, He shook his hand again, slowly answering his head. 
"I will tell you what when we get back."
Casey shifted in his seat, his mouth opening as if to press for details, but he stopped short. One glance at Holter's face—the haunted look in his eyes—was enough to silence him. Instead, he leaned back into the seat, sinking into the uneasy quiet as Holter turned the ignition.
The Jeep roared to life, but the sound only had the effect of failing to penetrate this eerie stillness, as if it itself emanated from the forest. They moved, and the familiar woods took on an alien aspect: the trees, their limbs bent and twisted like palsied fingers, reached up for the beams of light coming through the windows of the Jeep, casting jagged shadows across the dirt road like clawed hands.
The forest was no longer just a backdrop. It was alive: watching, waiting, and closing in with every mile.
Dim cabin light flickered weakly, its fitful glow casting restless shadows across the rough wooden walls. The air inside was heavy with the scent of damp wood and the faint traces of mildew, an oppressive atmosphere that pressed down on the room's occupants.
Marc, Holter, Casey, and Jon sat around a scarred wooden table, their mismatched chairs creaking under tense postures. Each face etched frustration, fatigue, and unease. Somewhere in the background, a clock ticked steadily, its rhythmic sound amplifying the weight of the silence.
It was Marc who finally snapped it, his voice laced with sarcasm as he shifted forward, elbows on knees. 
"Are we all good, or are we going to just let some lunatic out there shut down this entire operation?"
Holter sat straighter in his chair, his finger rubbing the space between his temple and eyebrow in slow deliberate circles, as though this could iron out the disturbance clouding his head.
"No," he said tautly, with finality in his voice that struggled to contain the weariness around it. "We're official now. The park rangers know. They can handle him. We're going to stay sharp. We are moving on now."
Casey let out a nervous chuckle, though the sound was hollow, devoid of his usual humour. He drummed his fingers on the armrest of his chair, the motion was jittery, his nerves barely concealed. 
"Crazy guy could be our killer, you know," he quipped, forcing a grin. "What if we just take him out first? Beat him to the punch?
Jon, who had been staring at the worn tabletop, tracing invisible patterns in the grain with his fingers, snapped his head up. His gaze cut through Casey's feeble attempt at levity like a scalpel. "Innocent bystander or not, that guy's too strange to ignore," he said, his tone steady but tinged with unease. "What if he interferes with the mission? We can't just brush this off."
Holter exhaled slowly, his shoulders dropping slightly as he weighed his words. "If it comes to that, we'll deal with it," he said, quiet but resolute. "But until then, we let the authorities do their job. There's no point in jumping at shadows when we don't know what's real."
Jon scowled, absently scratching the beginnings of a scruffy beard that had grown in while they were in the wilderness. His voice softened but remained insistent. "Still, we should report it. A person like that doesn't just pop up out here without cause and purpose. There's something wrong about this, and we'd be imbeciles to disregard it."
Marc leaned back in his chair, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth—a flash of defiance against the tension in the room. "Alright, then. Nothing to worry about. We’ve got an old buddy here to be our human shield if things go south, right, Holter?"
Holter allowed himself a rare grin, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. 
"Yeah, something like that."
Marc clapped his hands together, the sound sharp and jarring against the muted ambience. "There. Problem solved. Now, boss, when are we kicking off the final phase of this little adventure?"
Holter's smile faded, replaced by a contemplative expression as his gaze drifted across the room. He studied each of them in turn, his eyes lingering as though searching for answers in their faces. "Give me a minute," he said, his voice steady but distant, tinged with the shadow of hesitation. He leaned back in his chair, his thoughts turning inward, drawn toward the dark recesses of his mind, where the forest and its warnings refused to let go.
Holter stepped out into the crisp night air, his breath uncoiling in thin, wispy clouds that seemed to dissipate as quickly as they appeared. The night met him with an unnerving stillness kind that seemed to sink deep into his bones and set the hair on the back of his neck to prickling. His boots crunched softly against the gravel path with each step, the beat seeming almost louder against the oppressive quiet.
The last remnants of the sun stuck stubbornly along the horizon, painting the sky in streaks of deep crimson and burnt orange. The dying light spilt out into the creeping darkness as if ink had bled upon damp parchment; the day itself seemed reluctant to give in tonight. Overhead, heavy clouds churned sluggishly, bruised and agitated in shape, rolling with a threatening deliberation that seemed almost like a warning rather than a storm.
The woods surrounded the cabin in an ominous grasp: a bulwark of massive pines and twisted oaks standing abreast, sentinel-like and silent, with branches intertwined in a solid canopy that seemed to absorb the final vestiges of daylight, leaving the world beneath dark. It wasn't silent; it was ominously immobile as if the woods themselves had gone on standby. The familiar night chorus of crickets and the distant calls of nocturnal birds had vanished. In their absence, suffocating silence had settled upon Holter, weighing heavy upon him as if tangible.
He moved toward the rear of the cabin, shifting the uneven gravel beneath his feet. Shadows stretched out and pooled around him like dark tendrils reaching for him. His eyes darted toward the treeline, scanning through the dense clusters of branches and undergrowth with a sharp, instinctive intensity. The feeling was back, that same gnawing sense he'd had before, like something unseen was watching him, following him, tracking his every move from just beyond the veil of the trees.
It was a sensation he detested. It crept under his skin, digging into his mind like an itch he could never quite scratch. His breath accelerated, and his fingers curled in of their own accord, fists tensing against something he could not see but felt, gut-deep.
For a long, drawn-out moment, the world seemed frozen in that eerie stillness. There were no creaking branches, no rustling leaves, not even the faintest chirp of an insect. It was as if the entire forest had gone silent just for him, as though the trees and the earth were holding their collective breath. His heartbeat thundered in his chest, each pulse amplified by the void of sound.
And then, faint and distant, came the rustle- a gentle, fleeting rip of leaves that sounded eerily like a ghostly whisper. It was too quiet to have been the wind, though Holter could smell no hint of breeze, no suggestion of it. And so, caught midstep, he stilled, froze his entire body as a part of his senses rebelled at the sound like something grasping at their frayed edges. 
His breath hitched and, for an instant, narrowed his whole world into one ear-thrumming beat: the haunting noise. He didn't shift. He didn't even risk to breathe. He just listened. But the sound did not return. Its absence, however, felt weightier, sharper, and more threatening.
A slow and deliberate shiver was making its way up his spine, like icy fingers splayed across his vertebrae. The feeling was cold and invasive and not to be shaken. For the first time that night, the heavy silence around him did not feel so still; instead, it seemed almost unspoken warning. There he stood in the darkness as the forest closed around him, a predator holding in patience. He felt fully exposed.
The sky stretched overhead, impossibly vivid, almost surreal blue, so unnaturally bright that it seemed to jar against the muted greens and browns of the forest below. Holter and Casey trudged through the dense underbrush, their heavy hunting gear shifting and creaking with each deliberate step. The weight was familiar, almost comforting in its routine burden, but the silence pressing in around them was not.
It had been one of those days, brisk and fresh, stinging with the morning's invigorating clarity to the lungs. Now the sun seemed to be blindingly too hot for the season, the rays piercing through the canopy in stark, almost accusatory shafts of light. It was as if the whole forest were trapped in some kind of dream where everything did not seem to go quite right together.
Holter knelt at the base of a towering oak, the fingers moving with practiced efficiency as he tightened that last bolt on the deer stand. His hands worked with the confidence of muscle memory: the faint metallic clink of the bolt reverberated unnervingly in the still air. He finished and sat back on his haunches, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. It was an automatic act, almost mechanical, but his eyes stayed keen, scanning the woods around them with an unease he couldn't place.
"That should do it," he said, his voice steady though laced with quiet weight of exhaustion.
A few feet away, Casey leaned against the rough bark of a nearby tree, arms crossed, his body language deceptively casual. His gaze, however, betrayed his unease, flicking from shadow to shadow, as though expecting something to emerge from the darkened recesses of the forest. His posture screamed nonchalance, but his darting eyes told a different story.
"Man," Casey said, letting out a long, exaggerated sigh, "I forgot how much prep work this crap takes. Feels like we’ve been out here for hours."
Holter shot him a dry, sidelong glance, a faint flicker of amusement curving his lips. "You like hunting, don’t you?" he asked, his tone carrying just enough edge to make it clear he already knew the answer.
"Love it," Casey said, offering a half-hearted grin that didn't quite reach his eyes. "But all this rigging? Nah. Could do without it. Took forever to build that blind, and now this?"
"Barely an hour," Holter retorted, his voice as flat as he underhand-threw a walkie-talkie to Casey. Casey caught it with an over-the-top scowl, his fingers snapping around it with a satisfying clap.
"Radio back to Jon," Holter said as he stretched his arms and rolled his shoulders. The movement was slow, deliberate, as though trying to shake off a feeling he couldn’t quite name. "Maybe he can speed up the time for you."
"Ha ha," Casey deadpanned, shoving the walkie-talkie into his pocket. "Nah, I’m good, man. Honest."
His grin faded as he turned back toward the forest, his face growing serious. His eyes scanned the treetops with a sharpness that made the moment feel heavier. "Still," he muttered, quieter now, "it's weird, right? Not a squirrel. Not a chipmunk. Hell, not even a damn bird. It's like everything packed up and left."
Holter's faint smile vanished. He straightened, his brow furrowing as Casey's words sunk in. The forest, alive with the faint hum of life—the chirps, rustles, and the lazy drone of insects—was now suffocatingly silent.
"Hold up," Holter said sharply, lifting a hand as if to halt the very air around them. His head tilted, and his ears strained to pierce the heavy, oppressive quiet.
"What?" Casey whispered, his voice dropping automatically as if he didn't want to break whatever silent spell had been cast over the normal forest sounds.
Holter's eyes narrowed. 
"The birds," he said softly. "Or. the absence of them."
Casey's face went white, the bravado of his earlier words crumbling under the weight of Holter's.
"You think that's a bad sign?" he whispered, his voice barely above a breath.
Never good," Holter said curtly, his voice crisp with concentration. His eyes flicked between the massive trunks, his fingers curling as if to grasp something he couldn't see.
The two men stood in brittle, tense silence, every breath sounding too loud, every step on the underbrush like cannon fire. The forest seemed to hold its breath, and the weight of it pressed against their chests like an invisible hand.
Casey's hand shot out suddenly, gripping Holter's shoulder with surprising force.
"Look up," he whispered his voice tight with a mix of shock and growing fear.
Holter followed his gaze, and his stomach churned. Above them, thick storm clouds boiled across the sky, their dark grey and sickly green hues swirling with an unnatural urgency. The speed of their movement was wrong, too fast, too chaotic, as though the sky itself were unravelling.
"Damn it," Holter growled, his voice low and angry. "Those weren't in the forecast."
"Yeah, well," Casey said, his tone edged with rising panic, "neither was that." He pointed at the air in front of them.
A single white flake floated down lazily, spinning in the still air before landing on Casey's sleeve.
"Snow?" Holter murmured, brushing the flake off his arm. It dissolved in an instant, leaving a cold smear on his skin. His eyes darted back up to the sky, where more flakes began drifting down, their fall an odd counterpoint to the still-seething heat emanating from the forest floor.
"Too early for snow," Casey said, his voice now shaking. "Way too early."
Holter reached for his walkie-talkie, thumb hard on the button. "Marc, Jon, this is Holter. Do you copy?"
The device hissed and crackled with static before a sharp, high-pitched screech made both men flinch. Holter pulled it away from his ear, heart pounding. "Marc, Jon, do you read me?" he said again, louder, his voice clipped and urgent.
Just in time, a voice came in, over the static. "Yeah, Holter. I hear you. What is wrong?" Marc's words, though faint, were good enough to cut through building tension.
Holter glanced back at the falling snows of that late snowfall and the unnatural storm gathering overhead. The temperature has plummeted, and all his breath now hangs inside the air as a tangible cloud.
"We’ve got a problem," Holter said grimly, his jaw tightening. "Actually, make that a few problems."
CHAPTER 11
The walkie-talkie burst to life with static, Jon's voice breaking through, barely clear and still fragmented.
"… oh… yeah? Like what?"
Holter cast a quick glance up at the gathering storm clouds, those dark swirls twisting ominously above like the lines on his furrowed brow. Calm enough but with the edge of urgency there.
"For starters, the weather's turning bad—fast. The fog's rolling in, and it's getting thicker by the second. We—"
A sharp burst of static cut him off, drowning out his words. Holter cursed, shaking the walkie-talkie in frustration, trying to clear the signal.
"Hello? Jon? Do you read me?" 
Jon's voice came through in stuttering bursts, the connection garbled beyond recognition.
"Ho… can… Noi…"
Holter muttered an oath under his breath, jaw working hard as he shook the thing vigorously in his hands.
"Jon! Jon, for—," he snapped, but the walkie-talkie didn't answer; its faint static now became a mockery of their communication.
Casey shifted uneasily alongside him, his grip tightening around his rifle. His knuckles whitened under the tension as his eyes flicked nervously toward the thickening mist.
"What now?"
Holter did not answer immediately. His piercing glance swept across the woods, which had grown dark and oppressive in a heavy blanket of fog. The air had become bitterly cold, and even the faintest noise seemed to carry an unnatural weight, lingering in the stillness.
Holter raised a hand for silence. "Shhh," his voice dropped into a whisper.
Casey froze, his breath caught in his throat. "What is it?
Holter's arm shot out, pointing toward a thicket of dense bushes about fifty yards ahead. The undergrowth rustled faintly, too faint to be the wind, too deliberate to be ignored.
"Look," Holter said, his voice barely above a murmur.
Both men tensed, their bodies rigid with anticipation. Air was thick with tension; any rustle of wind could make their muscles twitch. Casey readied his rifle, the hand slightly shaking as he aligned the sights to obscure distances. Holter followed, moving slow, deliberate steps, his finger resting lightly on the trigger.
"Here it comes," Holter muttered, speaking barely above a breath. "Get ready.
The crunching of leaves and snapping of branches grew louder, and closer. Every step seemed to reverberate through the woods, their hearts pounding in rhythm with the advancing sound. The noise accelerated, and Holter's pulse began to race.
Then, with sudden, almost unnatural precision, a deer emerged from the bushes, stepping into the clearing with unnerving stillness. It moved without sound as if the forest itself held its breath in anticipation.
Casey took a deep breath and relaxed his rifle, letting it dip a little lower. "It's just a deer."
Holter didn't lower his weapon. "Yeah." His voice was short, his eyes still locked on the animal, his senses at high alert.
Casey looked at him, shocked. "Aren't we going to stay? This might be it."
Holter's eyes never shifted. "The deer?" he asked his voice incredulous and laced with annoyance.
"I'm just saying," Casey pressed, his voice rising slightly, "what if it's diseased? Like rabid or something? Maybe that's why those people disappeared. What if it's spreading something?"
Holter's stare was hard, unyielding. "You're serious? You think a deer is behind all this?"
"I’m not saying it’s Bambi with a grudge," Casey shot back quickly, "but what if it’s infected? Some kind of parasite or virus? It could be why everything’s so damn quiet." His voice grew more desperate now, his eyes locked on the creature.
The deer didn't move; its dark, unwinking eyes gazed straight into Holter's face. It didn't flinch, didn't shift, just froze in place with a chilling stillness that seemed almost… too deliberate.
Holter's grip on his rifle tightened, his knuckles white. "You might have a point," he admitted in a low voice. "Something's. wrong with it."
"Exactly!" Casey's voice rose with an eager edge. "It's practically begging us to put it down.
Holter hesitated. His instincts told him to move, but the logic of the situation was telling him otherwise. He squinted, his mind racing as he weighed his options. Finally, he nodded slowly. "Okay. Take the shot. Just don't miss."
A crooked smile spread across Casey's face as he raised his rifle, his fingers gripping the cold metal of the barrel. He squinted through the scope, his breath steadying as he lined up his target. "I got this.
Casey settled his aim. The stillness became unbearable, each moment stretching into eternity. Then, like an eternity, he squeezed the trigger, and the shot cut through the trees in a sharp, echoing cry.
The deer did not move. It didn't flinch or twitch. It stood as stiff as the fog that rolled around them.
Holter's eyes narrowed, his confusion turning into something far deeper, far more unsettling. "What the hell?" he muttered, his grip tightening on the rifle.
Casey lowered his weapon, his brow furrowing as he gazed at the deer. "What the hell's going on?" he whispered, almost to himself.
The deer continued staring, its dark eyes never blinking, never yielding. It was as if it waited for something—something that neither of them could understand.
Casey's voice quavered as he whispered, his grip shaking around his rifle. "What the hell? No way I missed!"
"You didn't." Holter's voice was low and grim, each word heavy with an unease that sent chills through the air.
Casey fumbled clumsily to reload, his breathing shallow and erratic, panic beginning to claw at his composure. "I'll get it this time. I swear."
"Let me take the shot," Holter said firmly, his tone sharp but measured.
"No!" Casey barked, a mix of desperation and wounded pride flaring in his voice. His hands shook as he slammed another round into the rifle. "I got this. Just let me focus!"
Holter's jaw tightened, his lips pressing into a thin line. After a tense beat, he stepped back, his arms crossed tightly. "Alright. But make it quick."
Casey lifted his rifle once more, his fingers trembling on the trigger. He pulled the trigger. The sharp crack of the shot sliced through the oppressive silence of the forest.
The bullet was true. They could see that. But the deer did not move at all. Instead, it stood in that unnerving stillness that seemed to carry almost a mocking quality now.
"Me! I hit it!" Casey's voice cracked into a frantic edge. "Swear to God I hit it!"
"I know," Holter replied, his voice soft but full of a grim understanding that made the moment only heavier.
Casey's breathing turned ragged, his voice dropping to a panicked whisper. "This isn't real. This can't be real."
"Casey, calm down." Holter's words were firm, meant to anchor him. "Let me handle this."
Holter raised his own rifle, his motion deliberate and economical. His sharp vision fixed on the deer as he aligned his shot, slowly exhaling. The report of his rifle rents the tension-filled silence once again.
This time, the deer moved—but not in a manner they expected. It twisted with unnatural slowness, its body almost lazy, as it vanished back into the fog-shrouded bushes.
Casey leapt off the stand, his boots crunching into the frosted earth. "You got it! I saw it move!"
"No," Holter said sharply, his eyes still fixed on the disappearing shape of the animal. "It should've fallen. That thing's still moving."
Casey's eyes had gone wide, a mad energy flashing in them. "We can't let it get away!" he declared, already moving towards the bushes.
"Casey, don’t be an idiot!" Holter barked, his voice sharp enough to cut through the fog. "Get back here!"
Casey waved him off dismissively, his steps quickening. "Relax, man. I’ll keep my distance. Just cover me."
Holter muttered a curse under his breath, his instincts screaming at him to grab Casey and haul him back. Instead, he relented, though his voice was tight with frustration. "Fine. But don’t go far."
Casey merged into the dense fog in each step as he moved cautiously forward with his rifle securely locked under his armpit. Every one of his paces seemed amplified in the deafening silence, the brittle noise made of crunching snow and fragile leaves artificially loud in this dead forest.
"Do you see anything?" Holter kept calling in a strain he did not dare hide from them.
Casey's voice came back faint, almost lost in the fog. "Nothing yet. Can you still see me?" 
"Barely," Holter replied, his pulse picking up speed. "Don't go any further." Casey didn't say a word. The silence swelled, compressing down upon him like some invisible weight. Seconds were drawn out to an eternity before Casey stood motionless, his form indistinct in the rolling mist. "Holter," he called out, his voice shaking and distant. "I feel. I feel—"
His words were cut off short, replaced by a strangled gasp that shot a jolt of fear through Holter.
"Casey!" Holter yelled, his voice carrying through the forest as Casey's rifle hit the ground with a dull thud.
Without another word, Casey bolted into the bushes, his footsteps frantic and erratic, disappearing into the fog's grasp.
"Casey!" Holter's voice cracked, panic shattering his usual composure.
He leapt down from the stand, his boots slamming into the frozen ground with a sharp crunch. Without hesitation, he sprinted toward the trail, the icy air biting at his lungs as he pushed himself forward. The fog thickened around him, swallowing his shouts as he plunged deeper into the shadows of the unknown. 
He fumbled with buttons, his breath coming in short gasps. "Base, this is Holter! Trouble—we've got big trouble! I need help! You hear me?!" The words echoed into the fog on the scything wind.
He was answered only by crackling static, sharp and abrasive as a reply.
A low, guttural sound shivered the silence: distant and haunting, but rumbling like an unseen predator's growl through the woods. Holter froze, his grip hardening on the walkie-talkie. A chill crept over his spine with nothing to do with the weather.
He staggered, and wobbled, as dizziness stole up on him; the world around him spun with every unsteady breath.
Lifting his rifle, he fired blindly into the suffocating fog. The sharp, jarring sound of the gunshot reverberated through the forest, but it was quickly swallowed by the oppressive silence that followed, leaving only his own ragged breathing to fill the void.
Holter slumped against the tree, his strength going out. The rough bark was cold against his back as he slid down to the icy hard earth. The air seemed to claw at his skin, the chill seeping deep into his bones as though the forest itself tried to claim him.
His head lolled to one side, vision reeling with the encroaching darkness. The world around him blurred, the ghostly light of day bleeding into an ominous dusk. Somewhere in the growing storm, time seemed to distort, the boundaries between moments stretching and breaking apart. 

CHAPTER 12
The towering pines of Tashagah National Park towered overhead, their needle-clad branches shrouded in shadows that seemed to shift with the faintest breath of wind. Over the dense woodland, there existed an eerie stillness, a crunch in Maurice and Arlo's boots as they trod on the damp, leaf-strewn forest.
Killer, the hunting dog, trotted ahead, his nose pressed to the ground as he sniffed with frantic determination. His low growls punctuated the otherwise quiet night, guiding the pair deeper into the foreboding expanse.
"Come on, we ain't moving at this speed. We're going to catch up to that scum," Arlo cut sharply across the cold air.
Maurice glanced at him, his brow furrowing. "I thought we were doing… you know, kinda decent."
Arlo turned, his expression dark, silencing any shred of optimism Maurice clung to. "Tell you what. Until this is over, leave the thinking to me."
Maurice spread his arms out to his sides in surrender, his lips pulling up into a nervous grin. "Okay, you win. So, uh. regarding the split. We're going to make it fifty-fifty between you and me, all right?"
Arlo looked over at him, the irritation on his face sparkling in his eyes. His tone was curt, dismissive. "Yeah, nephew. Now quiet. Hold on."
Ahead, Killer froze mid-step, his lean body stiffening, ears perked high. A low whine escaped his throat as he trembled, his muscles taut with sudden tension.
Arlo leaned closer, his voice dropping to a tense whisper. "I think we’ve got something."
Maurice's heart thudded as Arlo gestured toward a thick mass of undergrowth, his movements slow and careful. "Take him around the side, at an angle. See if you can get a better look."
Maurice nodded fast, his hold on the leash increasing. His voice was steady, but his knees were weak. "I'm on it."
Arlo's eyes darkened, his tone heavy with warning. "Don't get too close. And if it's anything like we talked about, you come straight back to me. No games."
"I got it," Maurice replied, swallowing hard.
He pulled Killer forward, the dog straining at the leash with increasing tension, his paws kicking up damp earth. But before Maurice could respond, the leash slid out of his grasp. Killer darted into the shadows and was swallowed up by the dense underbrush, his body crashing through the leaves.
"Killer!" Maurice whispered urgently, his voice as though afraid to awaken the forest. "Come on back here, boy! Where are you?"
The underbrush rustled violently. For a breathless moment, Maurice's pulse pounded in his ears. Then Killer burst out of the bushes, his fur bristling and his movements frantic. He circled Maurice in tight, nervous loops, a low whimper rumbling from his throat before he froze, his body rigid. His gaze was locked on the shadows from which he'd emerged, a menacing growl vibrating in his chest.
"What's wrong, boy?" Maurice asked, his voice betraying the slightest tremble. His eyes darted between Killer and the darkness looming ahead.
Killer whimpered once more, flattened his ears, and took off without warning. His sleek form vanished into the darkness like a shadow and was consumed by the night.
"Killer! Damn it, come back here!" Maurice yelled, panic rising to his voice as the darkness closed in around him. 
"Hey boy, come back!" Maurice's voice cracked as it rose, each call more frantic than the last. His words echoed into the dark expanse of the forest, swallowed by the oppressive silence that followed.
Behind him, Arlo's voice rang out, sharp and edged with concern. "What the hell's going on, bud?"
Maurice spun around to face his uncle, his chest heaving with shallow, rapid breaths. "Killer just ran," he stammered, his voice trembling. "Something spooked him. I—I don't know what."
"Well, don't just stand there gawking—get back over here!" Arlo barked, his usual bravado faltering under the weight of unease.
"Yeah, hold on," Maurice muttered, but his feet remained fixed to the ground. A cold feeling crept into his body, colder than the night air, and dug deeper into his bones than anything he had ever experienced before. He shivered so violently that his breath misted in front of him. "I… I don't think I'm feeling too…"
His sentence hung, lost into a choked sob. His hands grasped his chest, clawing at it as though something inside was tearing him in two. His breaths roughened, rasping against the unmoving air. Then, with a guttural snarl, Maurice tore off his jacket, moving in a wild, lurching motion. His eyes were wide, filled with pure fear, as his body convulsed violently.
Without warning, he bolted into the darkness, his equipment crashing to the ground behind him.
"Maurice?" Arlo shouted, his voice cutting through the night like a whip. "Bud? What the hell are you doing?"
No answer.
Arlo ran forward, his boots crunching against the forest floor. He stopped at the spot where his nephew had been, his eyes darting around the area. All he found was a scatter of gear: Maurice's flashlight, his jacket, and the leash Killer had slipped from.
"What in the devil?" Arlo whispered, his voice barely audible over the thunderous pounding of his heart.
In the clearing ahead, a wolf stood silhouetted against the faint, silvery glow of moonlight. Its massive frame was unnaturally still, its fur so black it seemed to absorb the surrounding light. Its eyes glinted with an eerie, malevolent intelligence, locking onto Arlo's with an unblinking stare that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.
"You," Arlo panted, his voice quaking as cold dread raked through his throat.
His rifle snapped up instinctively, the barrel bouncing wildly in his hands as he sought to steady his aim. "Stay right there you bloody sod," he snarled, though his words betrayed the rising panic inside him. 
He fired. The shot rang out, a deafening crack that echoed through the still forest. But the wolf didn't flinch. It didn't twitch. It simply stood there, defiant and untouched, as if the bullet had been nothing more than a passing breeze.
Arlo's breath caught in his throat. He thought the impossible was unfolding before him. Before he could think, his legs began moving, stumbling backwards in a desperate retreat. He spun around and sprinted toward his truck as his heart pounded like a drum in his chest.
Slamming the door shut behind him, Arlo fumbled with the keys, his fingers shaking so violently they almost fell from his grasp. "Come on," he whispered under his breath, desperation thick in his voice. "Start, you son of a bitch. Start!"
At last, the engine roared to life, the familiar sound offering a fleeting moment of relief.
He looked up, his eyes darting toward the windshield—and froze.
At the treeline's edge, the black wolf stood motionless, an eerie shape. Its eyes seemed to burn into him; the air seemed to be pressing down on him now more heavily than ever before.
Then, beyond the wolf, something shimmered. It was a kaleidoscopic glow that was unnatural and mesmerizing, dancing in the air. Twisting and flickering like a light from another world, it cast faint hues upon the darkened woods.
From the brightness, came the figure dimly clad, indistinct in silhouette, shrouded in darkness and evil. It stood motionless with an unsettling presence as if the presence sent by the wolf was its very blood.
Arlo's breath caught, body rigid with terror and disbelief. "What in the name of God…", he whispered, his words with faint sound.
The rumble of the engine jolted him out of his trance, and without a second thought, he slammed his foot on the gas. The tires spun against the dirt before finding traction, kicking up a cloud of dust as the truck lurched forward.
The wolf didn't move, nor did the figure. They simply watched as Arlo sped away, the glow fading into the distance until the forest reclaimed the darkness once more.

CHAPTER 13
The air inside was heavy, and stifling, holding the tension that pressed down against every breath. Marc paced the worn wooden floor, his movements sharp and agitated. Across the walls, his shadow played in time with the snapping of the fire in the stone hearth.
"This doesn’t make any damn sense," Marc muttered, running a hand through his hair. His gaze darted to Jon, hunched over the radio equipment. "Try adjusting the damn thing again."
Jon sighed, his fingers flipping switches with increasing frustration. Static hissed and popped through the speakers, but no clear signal emerged. "I’m telling you, I’ve tried every setting," he replied, his voice tight. "It’s like the whole system’s shot."
Marc frowned, his pacing growing more frenetic. "I swear the weather was supposed to be perfect all week! Where did this storm even come from?"
Jon shook his head, glancing at Marc briefly before returning his gaze to the obstinate radio. "I'll keep trying," he said, but the tone didn't ring entirely confident. He hesitated for a moment, his fingers poised above the dials. "God, I hope the others return all right."
Marc passed on a taut, wretched grin. "Don't fret so," he said, his voice without its usual firmness. "They'll be back any second. With good news. Decent news, worst case."
Just before Jon had a chance to respond, the cabin door burst open with a great crash, slapping into the wall. Cold night air shot in, bearing on its drafts the scent of damp earth and pine. Holter tumbled inside, his face the colour of moonlight, breathing in ragged gasps.
"We have trouble," he said, his voice quivering with fear. "Trouble of enormous scope."
Marc and Jon froze, their heads snapping toward him. Alarm flared in Marc's eyes as he took a cautious step closer.
"What?" Marc asked, his voice low but urgent.
"What the heck is going on?" Jon added, his hands hovering uncertainly over the radio.
Holter gripped the doorframe to keep himself steady as he leaned on it, fighting to get a breath out. His words just seemed to spill from his mouth like stones: "It's Casey," he coughed up. "Something happened to him."
Jon's brows furrowed. "What do you mean by 'something happened'?" he questioned him edgily, the tone tight with concern.
Holter shook his head, his voice breaking. "Something got him," he said, the weight of the admission dragging his shoulders down.
Marc’s expression darkened, his jaw tightening. "What got him?"
"I don’t know!" Holter shouted, his voice cracking under the strain.
Marc raised his hands, palms outward, trying to steady him. "Easy, man. Relax. I’m sure it’s nothing—"
Jon cut him off, his tone sharp and tense. "Marc, Casey is missing. It sure seems like something to me."
Holter began pacing, his boots thudding against the floorboards. He ran his hands through his hair, his movements erratic. "Damn it," he muttered under his breath, his frustration and fear bleeding together.
"Holter, just take a breath," Marc said, his voice firmer this time. "Panicking won't help us find him."
"Relax?!" Holter snapped, spinning to face Marc. His eyes were wide, wild. "Casey could be dead out there, and you want me to relax?"
Before Marc could respond, a crackle of static filled the cabin. All three men turned sharply toward the radio. Jon scrambled to the console, his face lighting up with sudden hope.
"Guys! I've got someone!" he exclaimed, leaning into the microphone with urgency.
"This is Jon from the special field group," he said, his words rushing. "We have an emergency. One of our friends is missing. We believe he's been attacked. We need help right now!"
There was nothing but static for a second, and then, faintly clear, a voice crackled over the speakers.
"Help is on the way."
The tension in the room broke like a taut rope snapping. Holter exhaled sharply, the sound halfway between relief and lingering fear.
"Good," he said, his voice rough. "They’re coming."
Marc stepped forward and placed a steadying hand on Holter’s shoulder. His expression softened, though his eyes still carried a shadow of unease. "We’ll find him," Marc said firmly, his words carrying an unspoken promise.
Holter nodded slowly, his eyes falling to the floor. When he spoke, his voice was little more than a whisper. "I just hope he's alright." 
The storm outside the dimly lit ranger station sounded like a symphony of howling wind and battering rain against the wooden walls. Inside, tension hung heavy in the air. Noah hung up the phone with a dark look still etched deep in his face. The ancient chair below him groaned with a creak as he stood up, its complaining being overridden by the tempest raging outside. His heavy boots thudded against the worn floorboards as he crossed the room to make his way straight to the rack by the door. In a flash of motion, he yanked his coat off and started tugging his arms into the heavy, storm-worn wool.
"We got some more big trouble," he announced in a voice that barely could compete with the roar of the storm outside. His tone was low and serious. "Something's happened to one of those hunters out there."
Felix looked up from his cluttered desk, a pen still clutched in his hand. His brow furrowed deeply, worry flickering in his eyes. "Trouble? What the heck’s wrong?"
Noah shook his head, frustration and unease darkening his features. "They didn’t say exactly," he replied, pulling the collar of his coat tighter against his neck. "But whatever it is, it sounded bad. I’m going to check it out."
Felix stood up quickly, the chair scraping against the floor as he reached for his jacket. "I will go," he said resolutely, his movements crisp. "You stay here." Noah looked worried, every feature in his face showing it. "Are you sure? It is messy out there," he said, gesturing to the rattling windows. "Let's go together; there's safety in numbers.
Felix was already slipping into his jacket, his jaw set with determination. "One of us has to stay here, Noah," he said, zipping it up tightly. "You’re better with the radio, and someone’s got to man the base. If there’s trouble, I’ll call for backup."
Noah stared at Felix for a long time, his lips compressed into a thin line. Finally, with a heavy sigh, he fished out a set of keys from his coat pocket and pushed them over. "Alright," he said softly. "They're here. Just… be careful out there, okay?"
Felix took the keys, nodding slightly. "Always am," he said, his voice steady but his gut churning. He turned and stepped out into the storming night. The storm enveloped him the moment he stepped outside, the door slamming shut behind him with finality that left Noah staring after him, his chest tight with unease.
The Jeep shuddered as it powered through the relentless storm, its tyres sloshing through waterlogged roads. Felix gripped the wheel tightly, his knuckles white against the leather. The windshield wipers swung back and forth at full speed, struggling against the sheets of rain that turned visibility into a hazy blur.
"Damn weather," Felix muttered, his voice low but edged with frustration. "Didn't know it was gonna be this bad."
Outside, the world was a maelstrom of rain, wind, and shadow. The storm had turned the forest into an alien landscape, the treetops now dark, moving giants. Felix squinted through the streaked glass trying to make out the twisting road ahead.
Suddenly, through the tempest, a faint light appeared. At first, it was no more than a flicker, a soft yellow-white glow pulsating faintly through the rain. But then it shifted, growing brighter and morphing into an eerie violet hue that seemed to pulse in rhythm with Felix's quickening heartbeat.
"What in God's name is that?" Felix whispered, moving closer over the windshield. His grip around the steering wheel tightened; unease crawled up his spine.
And then it was gone, as suddenly as it had appeared, leaving the road plunged back into the suffocating blackness of the storm.
Felix's chest heaved as he exhaled a shaky breath, but his relief was short-lived. A human figure, or so he thought at first, dashed across the road. The speed and smoothness of its gait seemed too fluid, too unnatural to be human.
"Jesus Christ!" Felix shouted, jerking the wheel hard to the side.
The Jeep spun wildly, tyres sliding on the slick pavement. Felix struggled to regain control but ended up careening off the road and into the dense forest. With a sickening crunch, it slammed into a massive tree, the impact jolting Felix forward as the airbags deployed too late to soften the blow.
Steam hissed from the crumpled engine, like ghostly tendrils reaching for the night. Felix groaned, his head spinning in a haze of confusion as he struggled to comprehend what was happening. Outside, the wind shrieked through the trees, still raging with no letup.
A loud groan was heard, and Felix's cloudy vision caught the heavy shape of a giant branch straining against the storm's unremitting onslaught. The sound of the crack made it deafening as it snapped to crash onto the road behind the Jeep, sealing his path back with ominous finality.
Felix's breath came in short, panicked bursts as he fumbled with the seatbelt, his heart pounding like a war drum. The storm raged on, merciless and unrelenting, as the darkness seemed to close in around him.

CHAPTER 14
Inside the dimly lit cabin, the air was heavy with tension, each passing second adding to the oppressive weight. Holter paced back and forth like a caged animal, his frustration radiating off him in waves.
"They should've been here by now," he snapped, his voice sharp enough to cut through the silence.
Marc leaned against the table, checking his watch with a frown. "It's almost an hour," he said grimly.
At the radio system, Jon's fingers danced across the knobs, his movements growing more frantic as static crackled endlessly. "Something's not right," he muttered, his voice low and urgent. He turned to Holter, determination flashing in his eyes. "I think we should go to them."
Holter didn’t hesitate, nodding sharply as he grabbed his jacket. "Right. Marc, you’re with me," he said, striding toward the door with purpose.
Jon’s head snapped up, a flicker of fear in his eyes. "What if something bad happens here while you’re gone?"
Holter paused at the door, his hand resting on the doorknob. He turned back to Jon, his tone firm but steady. "You’ve got your hunting equipment, right?"
Jon swallowed hard, nodding reluctantly. "Yeah, in the back."
"Good. Keep it close," Holter instructed, his eyes unyielding. "If anything—or anyone—shows up that doesn't look friendly, don't hesitate. You know what to do."
Jon nodded again his fear tempered a little by Holter's confidence. With that, Holter stepped out into the raging storm, Marc closed on his heels. The door slammed shut behind them, leaving Jon alone in the eerie quiet of the cabin, the storm's howls battering the walls like a living entity.
The Jeep rattled and jolted through the uneven forest road, tyres crunching on the ground, snow-covered. The storm cut through the swirled light of the headlights; the treacherous road was now lit.
Holter's knuckles were white because he gripped the steering wheel hard. His jaw was clenched as he cursed, "Damn storm. The forecast didn't say it was going to be like this."
Marc sat stiffly in the passenger seat, his eyes flicking toward the snow-covered trees looming in on either side of the road. "Man, it's really coming down out there," he said, his voice tense. "Have you ever seen snow like this? It's like the weather's lost its mind."
"It wasn't supposed to snow," Holter said in a tight tone.
Marc let out a heavy sigh, leaning back against the seat as he ran a hand through his hair. "Weather’s never predictable out here," he said, his voice quieter. "Still, this is going to make finding Casey a hell of a lot harder."
Holter’s expression softened, the hard edges of his frustration dulling slightly. "I’m sorry about earlier," he said, glancing briefly at Marc. "I overreacted."
Marc shrugged a dismissive hand through the air, and a faint smile touched the corners of his mouth. "Don't worry about it," he said. "The whole thing's crazy. I'd probably be acting just as bad if I were in your shoes."
The two of them sat there for a few moments in silence, the windshield wipers fighting a storm into a steady rhythm that marked the passing time.
Marc shifted in his seat, looking at Holter with a more serious expression. "What happened back there?" he asked cautiously. "What really happened with Casey?"
Holter's grip on the wheel tightened, his knuckles blanching. He stared straight ahead, his voice low and strained. "I don't know," he admitted. "We were tracking something—a deer. It just stood there, staring at us. It didn't run, didn't even flinch."
Marc frowned. "That's weird, but—"
Holter cut him off, his voice rising slightly. "We shot at it, Marc. Point-blank. The bullets didn't do a damn thing. They just… disappeared. Casey went after it, and then—" 
The Jeep skidded to an abrupt halt, the tyres screeching against the icy road. Both men lurched forward, caught off guard by the sudden stop.
"Wait!" Holter's voice was sharp, his hand shooting out to point through the windshield.
In the pale beams of the headlights, a crumpled Jeep lay smashed against a massive tree, steam hissing from its twisted hood.
Marc’s breath caught in his throat, his pulse quickening. "Felix’s Jeep," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us."
Holter didn't answer right away. He reached into the console and pulled out a flashlight, flipping it on as he opened the door. The icy wind slammed in, nipping at his skin. "What the hell is going on out here?" he muttered to himself, not really to Marc.
Marc followed suit, stepping out into the frigid night. The snow crunched under his boots, the cold air stealing his breath. His voice wavered as he spoke. "I don’t know," he said, glancing around the dark forest. "But we’d better find out fast."
Holter and Marc stepped out of the Jeep, their boots crunching against the thick layer of snow that blanketed the ground. Every exhalation of breath billowed out like smoke in the frigid air, swallowed up immediately by the unyielding storm. 
The wind was a beast, snarling and baying, flurries of snow lashing against their faces, obscuring their path forward. Their flashlights carved narrow beams through the oppressive darkness as they moved cautiously toward the wreckage of Felix's car. The tattered frame emerged, the blackout of the storm and very nearly indistinguishable from the dark forest behind.
"Here!" Holter screamed to be heard above the rage of the wind.
Marc ran after him, with each step sinking into the snow that clung stubbornly to his legs. By the time he arrived at Holter, his flashlight had revealed the grim scene: Felix slumped against the shattered windshield, his body twisted at an unnatural angle. The cabin of the vehicle was a mangled wreck, its metal contorted and torn, with shards of glass glinting like icy daggers in the beam of light.
"Good God," he muttered quietly to himself, his churning stomach pressing him through the effort to look once more.
Marc backpedalled, his own face pale now, with his stomach rolling into its usual knot of revolt. It was one of the officers, the words whispered. He worked to steady himself as it caught within his throat.
Holter nodded grimly, his face set in the dark. "Yeah. It's Felix. Help me get him out," he said in low tones, firm in determination.
Marc looked around, then between Holter and the wrecked mass, hesitated. "Do we really need to move him? What if." he started to say before losing the sentence in the wind.
Holter looked sternly at him. "We can't leave him here. Now come on. Let's get him out.
The two men braced themselves on either side of the vehicle, their gloves sliding against the cold, wet metal as they wrestled with the door. The Jeep groaned in protest, its twisted frame resisting its efforts before finally giving way with a harsh screech. Icy wind and snow whipped through the shattered window, biting at their exposed faces and numbing their hands.
Alright," Holter said, tightening his grip on Felix's lifeless form. "On three. One… two…"
With a strained grunt, Holter pulled Felix free of the wreckage, the body sagging heavily in his arms. Marc stood frozen for a moment, the weight of the scene pressing down on him like the storm itself.
"Is he… is he alive?" Marc asked hesitantly, his voice trembling.
Holter shook his head, his face granite but his eyes betraying a flicker of emotion. "No," he said simply, the word heavy with finality.
Marc's breath quickened as he looked around, the oppressive darkness and relentless storm closing in on them. "What do we do now?" he asked, his voice thin and strained.
Holter’s jaw tightened as he steadied his shaking hands. "We get back to the cabin," he said firmly. "We’ll call Jon and get him to contact the main station. They’ll send a team. They’ll know what to do."
Marc nodded, swallowing hard. "Right. Let’s get out of here. The faster, the better."
They began to retreat through the snow, step by step, fighting against the storm. It screamed in their ears and stung their faces like tiny shards of ice. The forest was full of menace alive, every shadow and just a potential threat.
One final, grim glance in the back he cast toward the wreckage: Holter's gut felt this moment forming there: "Come on," he ordered above the storm.
For a final time, Marc nodded; with a shivering hand in a now-jittery torch beam that pushed onward in that torrential cold wind to fling them into a further loop of that tempest.

CHAPTER 15
Inside the darkness of the tent used as the base main office, Jon bent over the com system, illuminated with the soft blue-green sheen of the equipment in use. His face knitted in concentration, Jon ran through the dials and switches like fingers conducting a symphony as life welled forth from the crackling of the system. The wind shrieked through the fabric that walled his, sending vibrations dancing from pored walls.
"Noah? Noah, can you hear me?" Jon's voice was thick with relief as he heard the faint reply crackling through the speakers.
But just as quickly, the sound cut off, and the lights flickered. The glow of the equipment sputtered, then died, plunging the tent into an unsettling darkness.
"Alright, that's strange," Jon said with his voice low in uncertainty. He felt his hands around for the flashlight on the table, but he bumped over the scattered tools.
A blinding bright light broke through the fabric of the thin walls of the tent, causing the shadow to twist and writhe around, inhuman-like.
"Holt? Marc? That you?" Jon shouted through quivering lips, looking around toward the flap of the tent.
The storm answered him with nothing but howling wind and the hiss of falling snow.
"Guys!" he yelled, louder this time. His unease was growing into fear. But again, nothing.
Suddenly, an orb of light appeared outside the tent. It hovered just beyond the fabric, pulsing with an otherworldly glow. The light flickered erratically, casting sharp, strobe-like flashes across the interior. Then, as quick as it had come, it vanished.
"What the." Jon's words died in his throat as more orbs began to pulse into existence. Their movements were jerky, darting and weaving in an unnatural rhythm. They filled the tent with a kaleidoscope of unnatural colours, casting wild, shifting shadows which seemed alive.
Jon lurched backwards, his heart racing like a hammering mallet inside his chest. One orb after another extinguished its glow, plunging the tent back into darkness.
Again, the heavy, foreboding silence wrapped around him.
Reaching up for the communication console Jon's hands shook with great trepidation. Flip switch. Twist the knobs. "Jon to Holter. Jon to Marc. You get me?".
The machines were dead, their dead panels a jarring contrast to his frantic efforts.
"Come on, come on!" Jon growled, slapping his palm against the console. "Jon to Holter, can you hear me?!!"
A sound cut through the storm - a mangled cacophony that made Jon halt. It combined squelching static, high-pitched wailing, and something deeper that sounded almost like a siren's lonesome call. His breath caught as he snapped his eyes toward the tent flap.
A dark, unmoving silhouette emerged into the faint illumination that filtered through the storm from the residual light of the orbs.
"Stay back!" Jon shouted, his voice cracking as he grabbed the rifle leaning against the table. "Don’t come any closer, or I’ll shoot!"
The figure remained still, its presence unnervingly calm.
"I said stay back!" Jon screamed, pulling the trigger.
The gunshot shattered the storm’s ambient noise, its echo bouncing wildly through the tent. The figure dissolved in a burst of blinding light, the sudden brilliance forcing Jon to shield his eyes.
Jon lowered his rifle, heaving for air. He spun toward the equipment, his vision swimming. Tears welled in his eyes as he smacked the dead console. "Holter! Marc! Please, if you can hear me, get back now!"
He stiffened immediately. This heat coursed through him, spreading like wildfire. It started in his chest, radiated outward, numbing his limbs as it consumed his senses.
His eyes went to the corner of the tent, where the explosives were placed. Panic seized him, followed rapidly by cold resolve. Shaking, he raised his rifle and took aim.
The shot cracked out. The blast was deafening. Flames began to lick through the tent, and he felt himself sent flying back. Equipment crashed around him as metal and plastic shrapnel scattered like missiles. The space became an inferno of burning heat.
Holter sprang out of the Jeep, boots sunk in the snow as he gazed upon the burning main base tent. Flames hungrily lapped at the twisted wreckage of the structure, sending thick black smoke eddying into the sky at the full storm.
"No," Holter whispered, his voice trembling as his throat constricted. "No, no, no!"
He broke into a sprint, the icy wind clawing at his face as he dodged pieces of smouldering debris. "Jon!" he shouted, his voice raw. "Jon! Goddamn it, Jon!"
The storm howled, threatening to drown him out. But then, faintly, he heard it—a weak, muffled sound carried on the wind.
"I’m over here," came Jon’s strained voice, barely audible but unmistakable.
There was a throb of hope within his chest as Holter drew out his knife to slash through the charred remains of the tent fabric. He dropped inside to find Jon caught beneath a tangle of fallen equipment, his face ashen and smeared with soot.
"Jon!" he cried out, tossing debris aside with frantic urgency, gripping Jon's arm and hauling him upright.
Jon coughed terribly, trying to get his wind back. His voice rasped from his throat. "I… I'm here. Barely."
"What in the name of hell happened?" Holter asked, his eyes scathingly sweeping over Jon's prone body. "Are you all right?"
Jon coughed again, his eyes unfocused. "I… I don't know," he stammered, slurring his words. "There was a figure. Then lights. I blacked out. I think I saw… an old Native man." He paused, trying to remember. "And then I woke up under all this."
Holter's grip on Jon's arm tightened. "We can't stay here. It's not safe," he said firmly. "Can you walk?"
"Barely," Jon muttered, his head drooping slightly.
"Good enough," Holter said, his voice metallic. "Let's move."
Holter lifted Jon to his feet, taking some of his weight, as they stumbled through the snow, the blazing remains of the base falling behind them. The storm pounded against them, merciless and icy, as the forest engulfed them.
Holter half-carried Jon through the unrelenting snow, each step an agonizing battle against the biting wind and the ever-deepening drifts. Somewhere ahead, barely visible through the swirling white chaos, the faint outline of the Jeep waited like a lifeline dangling on the edge of despair. The forest loomed above them, gnarled trees creaking under the weight of the storm.
"There!" Holter shouted, his voice hoarse and almost lost to the screaming blizzard. He pointed toward the shape of the vehicle, pulling Jon's sagging shoulders tight against his chest. "We're almost there! Come on!"
Jon stumbled, his legs buckling beneath him as exhaustion and cold gnawed at his strength. "I. I can't make it," he gasped, his words faltering with each ragged breath.
"You can," Holter said forcefully, the steel in his voice unyielding. "Just a little more. Keep moving!"
With one final burst of resolution, Holter half-dragged, half-lifted Jon the last few strides. Their boots sank into the snow as they approached the Jeep, the cold metal of the door handle searing Holter's fingers as he pulled it open.
"Get in," Holter encouraged, pushing Jon into the passenger seat and slamming the door shut after him. Snow was clamped to their coats, melting into damp patches that soaked through layers.
Holter climbed into the driver's seat, slamming his own door with a thud that barely registered over the storm's relentless roar. For a moment, he sat motionless, his chest heaving as he stared blankly ahead. "We made it," he muttered under his breath, gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white. But his mind churned with unanswered questions, and the storm outside showed no signs of mercy.
Inside the Jeep, it was chilly. The icy air seeped everywhere from every crack. Holter rubbed his hands together, blew on them, and jammed the key into the ignition. He twisted it, catching his breath as the engine sputtered, but refused to roar into life.
"It won’t start," he murmured, his voice tight with disbelief. He tried again, but the Jeep only groaned in protest, the dashboard lights flickering before fading. "It won’t fucking turn!" he snapped, his frustration exploding as he slammed his fist against the wheel. 
"You’ve got to be kidding me!"
Beside him, Jon slumped against the seat, his head lolling to the side. His breaths were shallow, his pale face drenched in sweat despite the freezing temperature. His body trembled uncontrollably, and his voice came out in a weak, broken whisper.
 "Just leave me here, man. I’m not going to make it back to the cabin anyway."
Holter's head jerked to him, anger and desperation flashing in his eyes. "Shut up. Don't say that. I'm not leaving you," he rasped.
Jon's cracked lips twitched to a faint grimace. His voice was a ghost of its usual strength. "Then what? what are you gonna do?"
Holter curled his hands into fists as if he might crack at the seams of his composure. "Just. just give me a minute! Please!" he barked, his voice cracking with the weight of it all. He let his head fall forward, onto the steering wheel, fogging up the frosted glass. Between them was an unendurable silence, broken only by the unyielding wail of the storm.
A sudden flash of light cut through the darkness, slicing across the fogged Jeep windshield like a knife. Holter's body stiffened, and his eyes narrowed as his pulse quickened.
"What the hell is that?" he whispered to himself, rather than to Jon.
Through the swirling snow, the lights grew larger, brightening. A car was coming toward them, barrelling through the darkness. The tyres skidded to a stop on one side of the stranded Jeep, and slush sprayed out from their froth. Holter squinted against the glare, his breath fogging up the window as he leaned in closer.
The driver’s side window of the unfamiliar car rolled down, revealing a middle-aged man with a lined face weathered by years of hardship. His eyes, shadowed but sharp, flicked between Holter and Jon, assessing the situation with quiet concern.
"You two look like you’ve seen better days," the man said, his voice calm but carrying easily over the storm’s howl. "Need a lift?"
Holter blinked. His mind, frozen in suspension, fought to comprehend the sudden arrival of the man. He hesitated, feeling a significant struggle between his instincts and relief.
The man did not bother waiting for Holter's response. He motioned with a fast jerk of his head toward the backseat. "Come on, not much time to waste. Get in before you both freeze to death."
Holter’s grip tightened on the steering wheel for a brief moment before he exhaled sharply. Turning to Jon, he spoke with quiet urgency. "We’re taking the ride."
Without saying a word, he pushed open the door and stepped into the storm, cold biting at his face as he moved to help Jon. Together, they stumbled toward the waiting car, its warm interior a beacon of hope against the merciless winter night.

CHAPTER 16
Warm air inside the car enveloped Holter in a heavy blanket, warding off the biting cold of the outside. But it hardly touched the tension clung to him like a second skin. He sat in the front seat, exhausted lines carving his face, his shoulders slumped under a burden that had to be far heavier than any feeling of exhaustion. Behind him, Jon slumped back against the backseat, his chest rising and falling unevenly. Every breath was a jagged reminder of everything they were living through.
Arlo passed Holter a steaming cup, the faint aroma of coffee rising between them. "Take it," he said, his voice steady, nodding reassuringly.
Holter hesitated, his shaking hands trying to reach for the cup, and fingers brushed against heat; then he let out a wavering breath. "Thanks, man," he muttered on his own, his voice gone husky from the chill and from the unexpressed strain.
Arlo shrugged and leaned back in his seat in an attitude of practised ease. "Ah, don't mention it," he said. "Your mate back there? He'll be just fine. Just needs a little rest, that's all.
He brought the cup to his lips and tentatively took a sip. Liquid fire seared down his throat as it went, burning away some of the lingering chill inside. He stared out at the windshield, the storm whipping around them so that he could barely see the world beyond the glass. "How'd you find us?
"At the end of the day?" Arlo said, his fingers drumming idly on the steering wheel. "Luck, pure and simple. Could've gone the other way just as easily."
Holter's brows furrowed, a shadow crossing his face. His voice was firmer this time, though still edged with exhaustion. "We have to go back out there. Someone else needs our help. They won't make it through the night alone."
Arlo laughed, though there was nothing funny in the sound. It was dry, worn, and infused with disbelief. He shook his head slowly, almost as if he were speaking to himself. "You're one crazy kid. First light, I'm getting out of here. No way I'm staying around any longer than I have to."
Holter's jaw flexed as his eyes sharpened. "I have to find my friend."
He turned to him then, his features etched with a weariness far older than the man himself. His eyes held a weight Holter couldn't yet comprehend. "You too, huh?"
"What do you mean?" Holter asked, his voice cautious, his unease deepening.
Arlo exhaled, his grip on the wheel tightening until his knuckles whitened. "My nephew," he said, the words coming slowly, almost reluctantly. "Just vanished one night. Gone. No sound, no struggle, nothing. Just… gone. The only thing I saw was this black wolf sitting in the snow, staring at me. Its eyes—God, they looked human. Like it knew me. Like it was mocking me." He paused, his voice faltering, the memory clawing its way to the surface. "I shot at it. Point-blank. It didn't flinch, didn't bleed. It just turned and walked away, like it couldn’t be bothered."
Holter swallowed hard, his throat tightening as the weight of Arlo’s story settled over him. "I’m… I’m sorry. That’s horrible."
Arlo's face set, a flicker of bitterness creeping into his tone. "Perhaps it is what I deserve," he said. "I do not know anymore. What I do know is this: I have nothing left to lose. But whatever's out there? It can wait. I'm not doing a damn thing until the sun comes up. And neither should you.
Holter leaned back in his seat, his head resting against the cool glass of the window. Outside, the blizzard raged on, the snow swirling like a living thing, eager to swallow the world whole. His thoughts churned, a chaotic mix of fear, guilt, and determination. Somewhere out there, in that howling storm, someone else needed him. And he wasn't sure if waiting was a luxury they could afford.
The snow-covered expanse of Tashagah National Park sparkled in the morning light – a pristine yet desolate expanse of endless white, marred only by the broken silhouettes of dead trees. The storm had exhausted itself, leaving behind an eerie quiet. Seated stiffly beside Holter in the passenger seat, inside the car, his face pinched into a grimace, his eyes red-rimmed and fixed on the horizon.
"Thank God you're finally awake," he grunted, breaking the oppressive silence as he looked over at Arlo, who stirred groggily in the driver's seat. "I was starting to lose my mind talking to myself."
Arlo groaned, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. His breath fogged the windshield as he exhaled heavily.
 "Geez, kid. Did you even sleep?"
Holter's lips curled into a humourless smile. "Barely. Too much on my mind." He hesitated, his voice growing softer. "More importantly, why'd you save us?"
Arlo shot him a suspicious glance, his brows furrowed. "Look, I'm not here for a sob story," he said gruffly. "But I'm sorry for what happened. For everything."
Holter nodded, a kind of understanding behind the old man's words, even as they were ambiguous. He decided not to press his point. "You are going back, aren't you?" Arlo asked him quietly after a silence fell on both of them.
Holter sat upright in his seat, all seriousness in him. "Yes," he said as the word alone carried far more determination than any entire speech could have.
Arlo sighed deeply, leaning back against the headrest as if the weight of Holter’s conviction had somehow transferred to him. "Think you’ll make it back alive?"
Holter’s gaze didn’t waver. "I can’t say," he replied, his voice steady, though the uncertainty lingered in the air between them like a spectre.
A groggy voice came from the backseat, cutting through the tension. "Well then, you’re not going alone," Jon rasped, his words slurred with exhaustion. "I’m coming with you."
Holter turned to him, his expression firm and unyielding. "No, you’re staying here, buddy. You’re in no shape to be out there. That’s all there is to that."
Jon's lips opened as if to protest, but Holter had already moved his attention back to Arlo. "But I will need someone else," he said, and his tone left no room for argument.
Arlo scowled, his brows knitting together. "No way, kid. I've done more than my fair share already. I'm not going back out there."
Holter's gaze narrowed, steel cutting through Arlo's resistance. "Not even for your nephew?" he asked, finishing the question with a truthful depth: "I might not be able to get them back by myself. I need help, Arlo. Come on. Are you with me, or aren't you?"
For a long moment, Arlo didn't speak. His jaw clenched and his jaw was set hard, as he stared out at the frost-rimmed windshield. His lips set tight and his shoulders slumped, heavy with the weight of a silent battle. Finally, he exhaled sharply, resignation etched in every line of his face. "Fine. Damn it. Fine. But what are we supposed to do?"
Holter did not respond to this. Instead, he started for the door handle, shoving it open against the resistance of the ice that had built overnight. He stepped out into the biting cold, the wind cutting through him like a blade. Yet, he stood tall, his breath forming clouds in the frigid air.
He turned back to Arlo, a determined glint in his eyes. "First, we need to find someone," he said, his voice resolute as he squared his shoulders against the icy wind.
The vast wilderness of Tashagah awaited, silent and unyielding, promising no answers but countless challenges.

CHAPTER 17
The snow crunched beneath Holter’s boots as he trudged through the thick, desolate forest of Tashagah National Park. Arlo followed closely behind, his breath a frosty plume in the icy air, his rifle gripped tightly in gloved hands. The forest was eerily quiet, save for the distant groan of the wind weaving through the skeletal branches above. Holter led the way, scanning the ground with sharp, determined eyes. The telltale signs of a trail—disturbed snow, broken twigs—were faint, but unmistakable.
They pressed onward until Holter halted abruptly, pointing to a large, gnarled branch that had collapsed under the weight of the snow. Beneath it lay Aguta, his figure barely visible against the stark white expanse. Holter’s voice broke the silence. "There he is."
Together, they wrestled with the heavy branch, grunting with the effort until Aguta was freed. The old man sat up, brushing snow from his thick coat. Despite his dishevelled state, his eyes shone with fierce determination.
"Tree branch trapped me," Aguta said, his voice gravelly but steady. "But I am fine."
His gaze shifted between Holter and Arlo, lingering on the younger man. "You came back. Do you wish to help? Help me stop this?"
Holter nodded. "You told me to. You said it was the only way."
Aguta’s eyes narrowed, searching Holter’s face for hesitation. "You wish to help?"
"Yes," Holter replied, his tone firm. "But I need to know. Will we find the missing people? My friend?"
Aguta shook his head solemnly. "No. Not them. Not as they were."
Holter’s jaw clenched. "Then why are we helping?"
Before Aguta could answer, Arlo interjected, his tone sharp and impatient. "This is a waste of our damn time."
Aguta’s expression darkened. "To finally stop it. To break this curse upon the land. To ensure it never happens again."
Holter’s resolve hardened. "Tell us what we need to do."
Hours blurred into a feverish haze as Holter, Arlo, and Aguta worked tirelessly to prepare the valley. Twigs and branches were fashioned into intricate patterns, forming a massive perimeter. Campfires dotted the snowy expanse, their flickering flames casting long shadows. Strange objects, symbols of Aguta’s heritage, were arranged with deliberate care, creating an air of foreboding.
As the sky darkened, the firelight reflected off the snow, illuminating their grim, exhausted faces. Aguta’s voice narrated their actions, his words a haunting thread in the cold air.
"The creature I have sought is an evil spirit of evil spirits," he explained. "It takes who it can, whenever it can. The souls it captures are bound to it, forced to serve. My family, my granddaughter…gone. The only way to stop it is through this ceremony. I have tried and failed before, but with your help, we might succeed. You must follow my instructions exactly. If we fail…" He didn’t finish the sentence.
Night descended, cloaking the forest in an oppressive darkness. Holter and Arlo lay hidden in the snow, their rifles at the ready. Their hastily constructed ghillie suits blended them into the surroundings, making them invisible to any watching eyes. Across the field, Aguta stood by the central fire pit, his silhouette stoic and unwavering against the flickering flames.
Holter’s voice was a whisper, barely audible over the crackling fire. "Ready."
"I hope this works," Arlo muttered.
"Me too," Holter replied. Then, his voice sharpened. "Wait. Shh. Something’s happening."
From the shadowy forest, faint lights began to emerge. They hovered just beyond the perimeter of sticks, their presence both mesmerizing and sinister. As the lights drew closer, they shifted, transforming into familiar shapes. A deer. A wolf. Several human figures. Their movements were slow, deliberate, and unnervingly lifelike. Then, among them, Holter’s breath caught.
"Dad?" he whispered, his voice trembling.
Arlo’s tone was firm, a tether to reality. "Hold it, kid. That isn’t him."
"But—"
"It’s a trick," Arlo snapped. "Remember what he said."
The figures turned and vanished into the darkness, leaving behind an oppressive silence. Then, from the shadows, a new presence emerged. A cloaked figure, hovering inches above the ground, its movements smooth and otherworldly.
Holter’s grip on his rifle tightened. "What the hell is that?"
The cloak unravelled slowly, revealing a figure both alien and unnervingly human. A young woman with an ethereal, almost aquatic appearance. Her eyes were wide, unblinking, and deeply unsettling. Her thin frame was adorned with a membrane that stretched behind her like translucent wings.
Aguta stepped forward, his face a mixture of awe and dread. He reached out, his hands trembling, and touched the creature’s head. The moment stretched, heavy with tension.
"What is he doing?" Holter hissed.
Arlo shook his head. "Damned if I know."
Aguta turned back to them, tears streaming down his face. "Stop! Do not shoot! It’s not what I thought. It’s my daughter!"
Holter hesitated, his rifle still trained on the creature. "Something’s not right," he muttered.
"Kid," Arlo warned, "think this through."
Holter’s finger tightened on the trigger. The shot rang out, piercing the tense silence. The creature’s head snapped back as it released a sound—a mix of a wail and a siren song—that chilled Holter to his core. The membrane on its back unfurled, pulsing with an array of colours that painted the night in a surreal, terrifying light.
Arlo fired next, his shot striking the creature and sending it reeling. Aguta screamed in anguish, his voice drowned out by the escalating chaos. The creature rose higher, its piercing cry shattering the air as lights flickered violently in the forest.
"Shoot now!" Aguta yelled.
Holter and Arlo unleashed a barrage of gunfire and explosives. The forest erupted in flames, the heat searing their faces as the fire consumed the creature. It screeched one last time before vanishing into the inferno.
Aguta collapsed to the ground, his strength spent. Holter rushed to his side, pulling him up. "Are you alright?"
Aguta’s voice was a broken whisper. "We are all in trouble. The curse…wasn’t broken. We are cursed now."
Holter looked at Arlo, the realization sinking in as the fire raged around them. Smoke billowed into the night sky, a dark herald of the nightmare they had unleashed.
The flames crackled, devouring the forest, as Holter stared into the inferno. There was no victory here, only a deep, unrelenting dread.








           THE END







