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Introduction

Lila Monroe had seen her share of vanished truths and whispered lies. From half-lit
parking lots in Detroit to the sharp echo of her boots across broken glass in
abandoned warehouses, she had made a name for herself as the woman who never let
go of a story. Years in the field, her relentless hunt for answers had earned her both
accolades and enemies—and left her with unhealed scars. The last case had stripped
her raw: a missing persons investigation spiraling into personal tragedy, its resolution
nothing like the solace she’d been promised. Now, fatigue and regret coiled inside her,
driving her restless pursuit of what was real and what was hidden.

Harper’s Glen called to her not with headlines or fanfare, but with a silence so
absolute, it became a question with no answer. When the tip first landed in her
inbox—an entire town gone missing overnight, no explanation, no known
violence—Lila felt the familiar tug beneath her ribs. Even as her editor tried to push
her onto safer, simpler features, she could not look away. Something was wrong out
there in the heart of rural America. Something unfinished, begging for a witness.

She arrived just after dawn. Morning frost still clung to wild grass on the shoulder of
the road as she parked at the edge of the town sign, its paint peeling, the word
“Welcome” half-obscured by vines. The quiet was unlike any she had known. Houses
stood in uneasy order, front doors ajar, curtains stirring in the wind. Lila’s trained eyes
moved swiftly over details: coffee mugs cooling beside untouched breakfast plates,
television sets humming with static, the scent of lifetimes abruptly interrupted. No
footprints. No struggle. Only the incomprehensible absence.

Instinct kicked in. She began collecting the fragments the missing had left behind: a
crumpled note on a diner counter, a battered diary poking from beneath a porch step,
a map with smeared pencil marks in a child’s bedroom. Each object whispered stories
she would have to piece together, stories buried under layers of fear and secrets. But
none so compelling as the boy she found huddled in a boarded-up shed behind the old
school. His eyes were wide with terror, his silence as stubborn and deep as the grave.

Lila knew she was wrestling with more than just a story. The town’s emptiness pressed
into her, bringing echoes of her own past—the investigations that had gone too far,
the truths that had cut too deep. Yet the question gnawed: what force could make an
entire community vanish without a trace? With every step through Harper’s Glen, she
felt the weight of all the secrets still locked behind those open doors, the betrayal and
longing hiding in every shadow.

As she moved down the main street, notebook in hand, she understood the challenge
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before her: to untangle a mystery tighter than any she had faced, one that would drag
the broken threads of her own history into the light. The silence was not just absence.
It was a message. And Lila Monroe was determined to listen.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: Echoes in Silence

The air in Harper’s Glen was thick with absence. Lila’s initial sweep of the main street
had confirmed the impossible: not a single soul. The silence hummed, a low frequency
beneath the chirping of unseen birds and the whisper of the wind through skeletal
branches. Each unlocked door she passed felt less like an invitation and more like an
accusation, a silent question demanding answers she didn’t yet possess.

Her first stop was the diner, ‘The Morning Bell.” A faded sign, half-eaten by rust, hung
precariously above a door propped open by a forgotten broom. Inside, the scent of
stale coffee hung heavy, mingling with the ghost of frying bacon. Half-finished meals
sat on checkered tabletops: a plate of congealed eggs, toast still in the toaster, a
coffee pot half-filled on a cold burner. It was as if everyone had simply... stepped away
for a moment. But the dust motes dancing in the sunbeams that slanted through
grimy windows told a different story. Days, perhaps weeks, had passed since anyone
last sat here.

Lila pulled out her small, leather-bound notebook and a pen, the tools of her trade.
She photographed everything with her phone: the untouched food, a newspaper dated
three weeks prior open to the crossword puzzle, a forgotten child’s drawing tacked to
a corkboard near the cash register—a crude rendering of a smiling sun and a house
with a disproportionately large chimney. No signs of struggle, no overturned chairs, no
shattered glass. Just stillness.

Behind the counter, a crumpled receipt lay beside an open cash drawer, surprisingly
still full of bills. Lila picked up the receipt. It was for two coffees and a slice of apple
pie, dated the same day as the newspaper. On the back, in hurried, almost illegible
handwriting, was a single word: “Bridge.” She tucked it into a clear evidence bag, a
tiny thread in a vast, unraveling tapestry.

Next, she moved to the general store across the street. The bell above the door
chimed a lonely welcome as she pushed it open. Aisles were neatly stocked, dust
motes performing their ethereal dance in the shafts of light. A small radio on a shelf
played static, a low hiss that seemed to amplify the profound quiet. Here, she found a
half-empty bag of dog food beside the counter, a leash still attached to a collar on the
floor. No dog.

A stack of local newspapers sat on a display rack near the entrance. Lila picked up the
top one, its headline a mundane report about the annual Harper’s Glen Fall Festival.
She flipped through a few more, noting dates. The latest one was dated the same day
as the diner’s newspaper. Nothing remotely suggesting a mass evacuation or an
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impending catastrophe.

In the back of the store, past shelves of canned goods and cleaning supplies, Lila
found a small office. A desk, cluttered with invoices and ledgers, sat beneath a
flickering fluorescent light. On a corkboard above the desk, pinned among family
photos and community notices, was a flyer for a town meeting. The meeting was
scheduled for the night the town disappeared. The topic: “The Future of Harper’s
Glen.”

She photographed the flyer, then scanned the desk. Among the papers, a small,
leather-bound journal lay half-hidden beneath a stack of unpaid bills. It looked old, its
cover worn smooth with age. Lila’s fingers tingled with anticipation. This was the kind
of find that cracked cases open. She carefully picked it up.

The first few pages were mundane entries about store inventory and local gossip. But
deeper in, the entries grew more personal, more agitated. The handwriting became
frantic. “They’re watching,” one entry read, undated. “Always watching. The Glen isn’t
safe.” Another, a few pages later: “The whispers. They’re getting louder. Soon it will
be time.” Time for what? The journal offered no immediate answers.

As she continued to leaf through the pages, a small, crudely drawn symbol caught her
eye. It was a circle, bisected by a wavy line, with three small dots arranged in a
triangle above it. It appeared on several pages, scrawled in the margins, sometimes
almost hidden within the text. It didn’t look like a known symbol, not religious or
occult, but it felt significant. A knot of unease tightened in Lila’s stomach.

Leaving the general store, the sun had climbed higher, casting longer shadows. She
noticed something else: the utter lack of animal life. No barking dogs, no meowing
cats, no chirping crickets, only the distant, mournful caw of a crow. Even the birds that
had initially greeted her arrival seemed to have vanished. The silence was becoming
oppressive, a living, breathing entity.

The unsettling quiet of the deserted streets was broken only by the crunch of her
boots on scattered leaves. Lila paused, listening. Was that a faint sound? A whimper?
It was barely audible, swallowed by the vast emptiness, but it was there. It seemed to
come from the direction of the old schoolhouse, its brick facade crumbling, windows
like empty eyesores.

Her reporter’s instinct, honed by years of chasing whispers in the dark, told her to
investigate. The main street offered no further immediate clues. The houses, she
knew, would hold countless details, but a single, living sound was far more compelling
than any static object. She decided to follow the sound, whatever it was. It pulled her
like a magnet, a lone beacon in a sea of baffling silence.
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She moved with a quiet caution, her hand hovering near the small canister of pepper
spray she always carried. The path to the schoolhouse was overgrown, weeds pushing
through cracks in the asphalt. The whimper came again, slightly louder this time,
tinged with a raw vulnerability that twisted something in Lila’s gut. It sounded small.
Terrified.

As she approached the back of the school, she saw it: a small, ramshackle shed, its
door hanging crookedly from a single hinge. The whimper was definitely coming from
inside. Lila pushed the door open, her heart pounding a heavy rhythm against her ribs.
The interior was dark, smelling of damp earth and disuse. And then she saw him.

Curled in a corner, amidst forgotten tools and cobwebs, was a small boy. His knees
were drawn to his chest, his face buried in them, his thin shoulders shaking. He
couldn't have been more than seven or eight. His clothes were dirty, his hair matted.
He was alive. He was here. A living, breathing piece of the puzzle. Lila felt a surge of
relief, followed by a wave of profound concern.

“Hey,” she said softly, her voice feeling impossibly loud in the confined space. “It's
okay. I'm not going to hurt you.” The boy flinched, his head snapping up. His eyes,
wide and terrified, were the deepest shade of blue she had ever seen. They held a
raw, primal fear, a fear too profound for a child his age. He didn’t speak. He just stared
at her, his lips trembling, a low whimper catching in his throat. This boy, the sole
inhabitant she had found, was a living echo of the town'’s silent terror. And his silence,
Lila knew, would be the hardest wall to break.
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