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Some secrets should remain buried in the woods.
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Chapter 1: Into the Pines
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The pines of Briar Hollow weren’t the kind you saw in glossy nature magazines or travel blogs. These trees didn’t whisper—they watched. They leaned in, crooked and black-limbed, their bark flaking like old scabs. To anyone else, they were just trees. But to Nora... they felt like a warning.

“You sure about this?” she asked, eyeing the narrow deer trail that slithered between the trunks like a scar. Her phone buzzed in her pocket—a weak signal clinging to life.

Liam, her cousin, grinned as he adjusted the camera strap around his neck. “Absolutely. This is gonna get us a ton of views. ‘Exploring the Witch Woods of Briar Hollow.’ People eat this stuff up.”

Nora exhaled sharply, crossing her arms. “They also end up missing in these stories, remember?”

“Which makes the legend perfect,” Liam said. “Come on, don’t go all final-girl on me.”

That made her smile, despite the dread crawling up her spine. The local kids at school told stories about the forest. No birdsong past the first clearing. Trees that bled. Screams that came from nowhere. And—of course—the Hollow Tree. Every version of the tale was different, but one detail always stuck: if you found it, something found you.

But Liam didn’t care about stories. He cared about views.

The sun dipped behind thick clouds as they stepped off the gravel path and into the pinewoods. The deeper they walked, the more the light dimmed, filtered through layers of needled branches like it was being smothered. The scent of pine and damp earth grew thick, clinging to Nora’s hoodie. Even the wind was gone.

Fifteen minutes in, and she already regretted everything.

Liam stopped abruptly, raising a hand.

“What?” Nora whispered.

“Shh,” he hissed. “Listen.”

She held her breath. The woods were dead silent—no wind, no birds, no rustling leaves. Just silence so loud it pressed against her ears.

“Creepy, right?” Liam whispered, flicking on his camera. A red light blinked to life. “Perfect.”

Nora glanced around uneasily. The trees were closer now, some bent unnaturally, their trunks gnarled like twisted bones. She spotted strange markings carved into a few—old, deep slashes like symbols or letters, eroded by time and moss. One looked almost like an eye.

“Where’d you read about this again?” she asked.

“Some obscure Reddit thread. Apparently, the Hollow Tree’s deeper in, near a collapsed well.”

“Great. A cursed tree and a cursed well.”

“You’re starting to sound like Aunt Marcy,” Liam teased.

But Nora wasn’t laughing. She couldn’t shake the feeling that they weren’t alone. She kept glancing behind them, half-expecting something—or someone—to be trailing in their wake.

They walked for another twenty minutes. The path faded until it became no more than flattened ferns and black dirt. Liam paused every now and then to record b-roll: a hollow log here, a shattered animal skull there. All the while, Nora felt her stomach tighten.

Then she saw it.

At the base of a steep hill, half-buried in the earth, was a tree unlike any other. It looked ancient, its bark black and cracked like lava rock. Its base was split wide open, a hollow trunk large enough to crawl into. Vines and roots wrapped around it like chains, digging into the bark.

“That’s it,” Liam said breathlessly. “That has to be it.”

Nora felt frozen. The tree radiated cold—not temperature cold, but something deeper, bone-deep and wrong. She took a slow step forward, and that’s when she saw something gleaming inside the hollow.

“Wait...” she murmured.

Liam was already moving, crouching near the base, filming the opening. “Dude, this is incredible. It looks like it’s... bound.”

Inside the hollow trunk, behind the tangled roots, something shifted.

Nora gasped.

A pale, sunken face stared back at her from the darkness. Hollow eyes. Black lips. Skin tight as parchment. And chains—real ones—rusted and ancient, wrapped around the figure’s arms and neck, pinning her to the wood like a crucifix.

“Liam—Liam, get back—”

He froze, lens still pointed at the figure. The woman—if that’s what she was—opened her eyes.

“Who... woke me?” she rasped. Her voice was dry leaves and broken glass.

Liam stumbled back, nearly dropping the camera. “Holy sh—”

The woman strained forward, the chains groaning. “Please... don’t leave me. I’m not what they say I am.”

Nora’s mouth went dry. “Who are you?”

“Elira,” the woman whispered. “They buried me here. Two hundred years... I’ve waited...”

The roots twitched, like they were alive.

Liam grabbed Nora’s arm. “We’re leaving.”

But the woman—Elira—smiled. It was small. Sad. And terrifying.

“You already let me out.”

A wind rose suddenly, shrieking through the trees. The branches above twisted and shook like they were trying to pull free. Nora turned, heart hammering. The way they came in—gone. Nothing but forest.

“Elira—what are you?” Nora asked.

Her black eyes glistened.

“Hungry.”
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Chapter 2: A Dare Too Far
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Nora’s breath caught in her throat.

Hungry.

That single word rang louder than any scream.

The forest had changed. It wasn’t just quiet—it was watching. The trees leaned in closer, like they'd been holding their breath all this time and were finally ready to exhale something terrible.
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