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Introduction

No one dreams of starting over in a town that time forgot. Least of all Isla Rowan,
whose career in investigative journalism seemed poised for greatness, until the calls
stopped coming and the city lights faded into distant memory. The hum of downtown,
the late-night deadlines, the thrill of chasing stories that mattered—those things
belonged to another life. Now, Isla is sent, almost as an afterthought, to the remote
town of ElImridge on the border of nowhere, to write a string of columns about the
inexplicable vanishing of a local teenager.

At first glance, EImridge seems ordinary—sleepy streets, old shops, tired faces. But
there is something unsettling about the town’s quiet. It isn’t just the lingering looks
from shopkeepers or the townsfolk who abruptly cross the street to avoid her
questions. It's the forest that hems in the town on all sides, vast and ancient,
whispering with secrets no one dares name aloud. They call it the Whispering Forest,
and even the light seems hesitant to enter its shadow.

The official story is that people get lost—a hiker strays off a path, a runaway finds
more than solitude, a tourist vanishes without a trace. But in the local lore, these
disappearances are something else entirely. The forest lures you, they say, with voices
that mimic the lost or the loved, and once you step beneath its canopy, you do not
return. Isla doesn’t believe in fairy tales, but even for a skeptic, the stories are hard to
ignore when a strange hush falls over town as dusk approaches.

Haunted by her own recent failures and hoping to salvage her reputation, Isla throws
herself into the assignment with a stubborn resolve. Each encounter with the
townspeople—so guarded, so unwilling to speak of what they know—only deepens her
curiosity. The weight of secrets presses on every conversation, as if the threat that
stalks ElImridge holds everyone in its thrall. What began as a simple article quickly
becomes something more—a personal mission to uncover the truth, no matter where
it leads.

Unbeknownst to Isla, her arrival in EImridge isn’t as accidental as it seems. Flickers of
forgotten memories chase her dreams, fragments of childhood that hint at lost time
and ties to the haunted woods she now investigates. As the Whispering Forest grows
ever more menacing, Isla must navigate both the shadows among the trees and the
darkness within herself, determined to break the cycle of silence before it claims
another soul.

In these pages, the boundary between reality and legend will blur, revealing a story of
courage and sacrifice, of community and isolation, and of the power ancient places

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.

hold over the hearts of those who live within their reach. Isla Rowan’s journey begins
at the edge of the forest—where every secret has roots, and every whisper is a
warning.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Assignment Nobody Wanted

The stale air of the newsroom office felt heavier than usual, thick with the scent of
lukewarm coffee and unspoken anxieties. Isla Rowan sat hunched over her keyboard,
a half-eaten granola bar beside a discarded coffee cup, the glow of her monitor
reflecting the faint tremor in her hands. The email had arrived ten minutes ago, a curt,
almost dismissive missive from her editor, a man named Henderson whose voice
usually boomed across the open-plan office like a drill sergeant’s. Today, his silence
had been deafening.

“Rowan, my office. Now.” The words, delivered by a junior intern with an almost
apologetic shrug, echoed Isla’s professional standing: diminished, teetering on the
edge of irrelevance. A year ago, she’d been on the fast track, hot on the heels of a
major corruption scandal that had promised to put her on the national stage. Then, the
key witness had vanished, her meticulously gathered evidence had crumbled, and the
story, along with Isla’s reputation, had imploded.

She pushed back her chair, the squeak of the wheels a jarring sound in the muted
office. Every pair of eyes seemed to follow her, a mixture of pity and barely concealed
schadenfreude. This was the news industry, after all. One day you were the rising star,
the next you were yesterday’s fish wrapper. Isla straightened her shoulders, a defiant
act against the pitying glances. She still had a job, precarious though it might be.

Henderson’s office was a sterile box, decorated with framed awards from a bygone
era. He sat behind a monolithic desk, his expression a carefully neutral mask. “Have a
seat, Rowan.” He gestured to the only other chair, a visitor’s seat that felt deliberately
uncomfortable.

“You’'ve seen the email,” he stated, not a question. Isla nodded. The assignment:
Elmridge. Population: roughly 1,500, decreasing. Primary industry: timber, dwindling.
Not exactly the hard-hitting expose she’d built her career on. It was a soft-pedaled
human interest piece, or so it seemed, about a string of local disappearances, framed
as a quaint rural mystery. Her career graveyard.

“Look, Isla, I know this isn’t what you're used to,” Henderson began, his voice
surprisingly gentle for him, which only made it worse. “But we need someone on it.
The local paper there is a weekly, and they’re swamped. And the wire services aren’t
touching it.”

“Because it’s a non-story,” Isla cut in, unable to keep the bitterness from her voice.
“People get lost in the woods all the time. Hikers, hunters. It’s not exactly a serial killer
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in the city.”

Henderson sighed, a long, weary sound. “This isn’t just about ‘getting lost.” There have
been three disappearances in the last six months alone. All teenagers. And the locals
are... uncooperative. The sheriff there isn’t talking to anyone outside his own
department. We need someone persistent, someone who can dig.” His gaze
sharpened. “Someone who needs a win, Rowan.”

The jab landed squarely, a painful reminder of her recent professional tumble. She

needed this, she knew, even if it felt like a demotion. EImridge. The name conjured
images of dusty general stores and overgrown graveyards. Not the pulse-pounding,
adrenaline-fueled investigations she craved.

“What’s the official line on these disappearances?” Isla asked, attempting to sound
professional, detached.

“Missing persons. Presumed runaways, or lost in the vast expanse of the ‘Whispering
Forest’ as they call it.” Henderson leaned forward, his voice dropping slightly. “But
there’s a current of something else, something... old, about this place. The reports are
vague, but they mention folklore, a local legend about the forest luring people away.”
He scoffed. “Supernatural nonsense, I’'m sure. But it's enough to pique reader interest
if we frame it right.”

Isla’s skepticism bristled. Supernatural? She dealt in facts, in evidence, in the tangible
world. “So, you want me to write a ghost story?”

“l want you to write a series of columns that people will read,” Henderson corrected,
his tone firmer now. “Dig into the community, talk to the families. Find the human
element. If there’s a real story there—a serial abductor, a cult, something grounded in
reality—then we go deeper. But for now, it’s about establishing a presence, getting our
name out there.”

It was a test. A chance to prove she still had what it took, even if the stakes felt
pitifully small. EImridge, a town she’d never heard of until today, was now her
improbable lifeline. The thought filled her with a strange mix of dread and a flicker of
the old journalistic hunger.

“When do | leave?” she asked, a resigned note in her voice.

“Tomorrow morning. We've booked you a room at the only B&B in town, The EIm Tree
Inn. Stay as long as it takes. Your first column is due by the end of the week.”
Henderson pushed a thin folder across the desk. “Basic information on the missing
kids, some local police reports, and a few contacts. Good luck, Rowan. Don’t screw this

up.n
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Isla took the folder, the crisp paper feeling heavy in her hands, like a burden. As she
walked out of Henderson'’s office, the weight of the newsroom’s unspoken judgments
seemed to press down on her. EImridge. A town that time forgot, and a forest that
whispered secrets. She had no idea how deeply those whispers would penetrate her
own forgotten past. This wasn't just an assignment; it was a descent into the unknown,
a journey to the very edge of her own beliefs. She certainly didn't expect it to be the
place where she might actually find herself again, or lose herself completely.
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