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Part One: The Shortcut
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The trailhead was not marked on the map.

Liam Carter noticed that first.

He stood beside the wooden sign at the entrance to Ridge Trail East, holding the folded park map in one hand and his phone in the other. The screen showed a blue dot somewhere near the edge of Blackwood National Park, though the signal flickered in and out.

"This doesn't match," he said.

Behind him, Jake adjusted the straps on his backpack and looked over his shoulder.

"What doesn't match?"

Liam held up the map.

"This trail splits about half a mile in," he said. "But there's no second path marked here."

Sophie stepped closer, brushing a strand of hair from her face as she studied the map.

"Maybe it's just not updated," she said. "This park is huge. They probably haven't mapped everything."

Maya shifted her weight nervously.

"Or maybe it's closed," she said. "There wasn't exactly a welcome sign back there."

They all turned and looked behind them.

The parking area was barely visible now through the trees. Just a small patch of gravel and a faded sign warning visitors to stay on marked trails.

Liam smiled.

"It's fine," he said. "We stay on the main trail, we're good."

Jake laughed.

"You say that now," he said. "Give it an hour and you'll be dragging us off into the woods chasing some shortcut."

Liam grinned.

"Only if it saves us time."

Sophie shook her head but smiled slightly.

"Let's just get moving," she said. "It's already later than we planned."

They stepped onto the trail.

The forest closed around them almost immediately.

Tall pine trees stretched upward on both sides, their branches blocking most of the sunlight. The ground was covered in a thick layer of needles, soft underfoot but uneven in places.

At first the trail was easy to follow.

A narrow path winding through the trees, marked occasionally by small painted symbols on trunks.

They walked in a loose line.

Liam in front.

Sophie behind him.

Jake and Maya bringing up the rear.

The air felt cooler inside the forest.

Quieter too.

Their footsteps and the occasional snap of a twig seemed louder than they should.

After about twenty minutes, Liam slowed.

"There," he said.

He pointed ahead.

The trail split into two paths.

One continued straight, clearly worn and slightly wider.

The other veered off to the right.

Narrow.

Barely visible.

"That's not on the map," Liam said.

Jake stepped forward and looked down the smaller path.

"Looks like people have used it," he said.

Sophie checked the map again.

"No," she said. "There's only one trail marked here."

Maya crossed her arms.

"Then maybe we should stay on the one that's actually on the map."

Liam hesitated.

The smaller path looked tempting.

It cut sharply through the trees, angling in the direction they were heading anyway.

"If that path loops around," he said, "it could shave off at least a mile."

Jake smirked.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The shortcut," Jake said. "I called it."

Sophie looked between them.

"Or it leads somewhere we don't want to be," she said.

Liam crouched near the entrance to the smaller path.

The ground showed faint signs of use.

Footprints.

Pressed needles.

Not fresh.

But not old either.

"People have been here," he said.

Maya glanced around the forest.

Something about the air felt different near the entrance to the smaller path.

Heavier.

As if the forest itself changed slightly beyond that point.

"I don't like it," she said quietly.

Liam stood and looked back at the main trail.

Then at the smaller path again.

"It'll be fine," he said. "We go in for ten minutes. If it looks bad, we turn around."

Jake shrugged.

"I'm in."

Sophie hesitated, then sighed.

"Fine. But we stay together."
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