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​Chapter 1
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​Where the Pines Hold Their Breath

Megan Pearson felt the silence long before she saw its source. The constant thrum of the coach’s engine, a sound that had been the backdrop to her life for the four-hour journey from Sussex, had simply vanished. It was replaced by something far older, far deeper. The air drifting through the open window had changed dramatically. The scent of exhaust fumes and hot tarmac from the M40 had faded an hour ago, supplanted by the sweet perfume of freshly mown hay as the coach turned onto narrower country lanes. Now, as it crawled up the long, unpaved drive, the aroma intensified: a sharp, earthy tang of damp soil, of moss clinging to bark, and of pine needles left to decay for decades. The scent was heavy, like a memory trapped for years in a jar, finally unsealed.

She clutched the Pentax K-1000 hanging around her neck, its cold metal body a small comfort against her slightly damp skin. All around her, the typical teenage cacophony erupted with pent-up energy. Laughter pitched a little too loud, a unified groan at the complete disappearance of signal bars on their phones, the zipping of bags being dragged from the overhead racks. They spilled out of the coach like ants from a disturbed nest, a sea of brightly coloured anoraks and oversized rucksacks crunching onto the grey gravel. Yet, amidst the cheerful chaos, the silence remained, pulsing just beneath the surface like a slow, heavy heartbeat. It wasn't merely an absence of noise; it was a presence. It came from the trees—the colossal pines that stood like ancient sentinels around the clearing, their dark, dense crowns piercing the quintessentially English grey of the sky, seeming to absorb sound and light in equal measure.

Her eyes, trained to find composition in chaos, scanned the crowd, her photographer’s instinct framing faces and moments. She saw a girl with honey-blonde hair, perhaps her own age, patiently mediating a fierce argument between two younger girls over who had to carry a ridiculous, neon-pink sleeping bag. The way she placed a hand on each of their shoulders, her calm, soothing voice, projected an aura of practised maturity, as though she’d rehearsed the role of referee a thousand times before. Not far from her, a boy with a messy shock of sand-coloured hair was poring over a crumpled Ordnance Survey map with a focus so intense the world around him might as well have not existed. His brow was furrowed, his lips moving silently as he traced contours and pathways with a fingertip, politely ignoring a young counsellor who was trying to offer him much simpler directions.

Then, her gaze settled on one more figure, standing slightly apart from the others at the edge of the crowd, almost swallowed by the treeline’s shadow. A slender boy with large black headphones clamped over his ears, his vacant stare fixed on the grey expanse of a lake in the distance. His shoulders were slumped, just slightly, as if he were carrying an invisible weight. He didn’t move, didn’t speak; he just existed, cocooned in his own soundscape while the boisterous noise of summer camp swirled around him, unable to penetrate.

“Alright, adventurers! Gather ‘round, gather ‘round! Welcome to Camp Pinewood!” The cheerful voice shattered Megan’s reverie. A young woman with a bouncy ponytail and a smile too wide for the overcast morning was waving a clipboard. “My name’s Chloe, I’m one of your senior counsellors. Rule number one of Pinewood: have fun! Rule number two: do not feed the squirrels, they’re quite fat enough and a bit cheeky. Rule number three, and this is the most important one...”

Chloe paused, her smile faltering slightly as an older man ambled over from a sturdy, log-cabin-style building with a sign that read ‘OFFICE’. He was tall and stooped with age, with thinning grey hair and a face etched with kind lines. He wore a faded flannel shirt that had softened to a gentle blue and a pair of practical cargo trousers. As he drew closer, Megan noticed his eyes. They were the pale blue of a winter sky over the English Channel, and they held a deep, settled sadness, as if it were a permanent feature of his facial geography, much like the crow’s feet at their corners.

“This is Ernie Brown,” Chloe said, her voice a little quieter, more respectful now. “He’s the caretaker and the very heart of this place. Ernie’s been here longer than the trees, so whatever he says, you take it as gospel.”

Ernie offered a small, weary smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Welcome, kids,” he said, his voice a gravelly, soft rasp, like the rustle of dry leaves in October. “Good to have the place alive with your chatter again. There’s just one important thing you need to remember while you’re here.” He raised a liver-spotted hand and pointed towards a well-marked path leading from the main area into the dark woods. “You stick to the paths. Always. The woods are beautiful, but they have their own ways. They don't like to be disturbed.”

The way he said it sent a prickle down Megan’s arms. It wasn’t a stern warning or an authoritative command. It was a plea. A genuine plea spoken with the same sadness that swam in his eyes, as if he were begging them not to repeat a past mistake.

“He’s right!” a loud, confident voice cut in. A boy with artfully gelled hair and a slick grin strode forward. “I heard the woods are haunted! That’s why we can’t go off the path, right? So the spooky ghosts don’t drag us down to the underworld!”

A few kids laughed nervously; others looked thrilled. Ernie just looked at the boy, and for a fleeting moment, the kind smile vanished entirely, replaced by a blank, cold, unreadable expression. Then, as quickly as it came, it was gone, replaced once more by that familiar weariness.

“There are no ghosts, son,” Ernie said quietly, his tone flat. “Only memories. Now, Chloe will be giving out your cabin assignments. Girls on the east side of the lake, boys on the west.”

As Chloe began calling out names, an organised chaos resumed. Megan found herself walking beside the peacemaker girl she’d noticed earlier, dragging her duffel bag across the gravel.

“Hi,” the girl said, offering a small, genuine smile. “I hope we’re in the same cabin. This lot’s a bit... much. I’m Kate Wilkinson, by the way.”

“Megan Pearson,” Megan replied, a little surprised by the immediate friendliness. “Nice to meet you.”

“Look at them,” Kate said, nodding towards the two younger girls, who were now walking peacefully, sharing the burden of the pink sleeping bag. “Sometimes all they need is for someone to listen. My parents...” She paused, her smile faltering for a second, a flicker of discomfort in her eyes. “Well, they’re not doing much listening to each other these days.” She said it lightly, a clearly rehearsed line, but there was a flash of pain in her eyes that Megan recognised instantly.

“I get it,” was all Megan could say, and the simple truth in the words seemed to be enough.

They were assigned to Cabin 7, a simple wooden structure with four bunk beds and a potent smell of pine and varnish. Two other girls were already inside: one a tiny, wide-eyed girl who seemed to be clinging to her pony-themed suitcase as if it were a life raft; the other, surprisingly, was the gel-haired boy who’d been talking about ghosts.

“Wait, this is a girls’ cabin!” Kate said, her tone more confused than accusatory.

The boy grinned, completely unfazed. “Paul Elliot. And this is Annie Burns. She was a bit scared to be on her own, so I was just making sure she was alright until her other roommates got here. My cabin’s just over there. Cabin 8.” He jerked a thumb towards the row of cabins on the other side of the clearing. “With map-genius and moody-music-man. A fun bunch.”

Megan followed his gaze and saw the boy who’d been studying the map—Jack, she’d heard Chloe call him—methodically unpacking his rucksack, arranging his neatly folded clothes on his bunk with geometric precision. The boy with the headphones—Oliver—was already sitting on his cabin’s porch, still staring out at the lake, completely oblivious to the world around him.

“They seem... focused,” said Kate.

“Or in need of a hobby,” came a cynical voice from the doorway. Another boy, tall and lanky with a look of permanent boredom etched onto his face, was leaning against the doorframe. “Nathan Willis. And I’ll bet you a hundred quid we’ll be doing some humiliating ‘trust exercise’ by falling backwards into each other’s arms within the hour. Summer camp. My parents’ brilliant idea for ‘character building’.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on, Nathan. It’ll be a laugh! Ghost stories, campfires, maybe a bit of forbidden exploring? Those woods are calling.”

“Forbidden exploring will get you struck off Ernie’s nice list,” Nathan said drily, before turning and ambling away.

Megan dropped her bag onto a bottom bunk and began to unpack. She took out her camera, checking the lens out of habit, feeling the smooth, satisfying mechanism of the focus ring under her fingers. It was the only thing that felt real, the only anchor in this strange, new place. She pulled her phone from her pocket, a compulsive reflex. No signal, just as they’d said. She stared at the black screen reflecting her own face for a moment, her thumb hovering over the ‘Mum’ contact icon.

It’s been a month, she thought, the familiar tightness rising in her chest. A month since her dad had sat opposite her at the kitchen table, awkwardly stirring his cold tea, his eyes fixed anywhere but on hers.

“It’s an emergency work retreat, Meg,” he’d said, his voice too cheerful, too forced to stop it from cracking. “In the mountains. Big project, you know your mum. She had to leave straight away. Said the signal up there is almost non-existent, so don’t you worry if she doesn’t call. She’ll get in touch the second she can.”

The suddenness of her absence, without a proper goodbye, without even a handwritten note on her pillow like she always left, felt like a hole gouged out of the centre of her life. A work retreat. It sounded so unlike her mother. Her mother, Laura, was an artist. Her world was canvas, the smell of turpentine, and the morning light that flooded her messy studio, not corporate boardrooms in some remote mountain range. But Megan hadn't argued. She had just nodded, because to question it would be to make the fragile lie crumble, and she wasn't sure what she would find in the rubble.

With a trembling finger, she pressed dial. Just as it had every day for the past thirty days, it went straight to voicemail. Her mother’s recorded voice, bright and full of life, filled her ear—an audio artefact from a different time. “Hi, you’ve reached Laura! Leave a message and I’ll call you right back. Have a wonderful day!”

Megan hung up without leaving a message. She never did. What would she say? Hi, Mum. I’m at this weird summer camp and the caretaker has the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen, and the trees feel like they hate me, and I miss you so much it hurts? She slipped the phone back into her pocket, a dead, useless weight.

***
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Night fell quickly at Pinewood, the darkness pooling in the valley like a wet ink stain. The air grew cold and damp, carrying the mossy scent of the lake and burning birch wood. Dozens of teenagers were gathered around a large fire pit, their eager faces illuminated by the dancing orange flames. Counsellors passed around marshmallows and sticks, and someone began strumming a familiar Ed Sheeran song on a guitar, slightly out of tune but full of enthusiasm. For a moment, it felt normal, cheerful, exactly what the brochure had promised. What summer camp was supposed to be.

Megan sat on a log between Kate, who was patiently teaching Annie how to toast a marshmallow to a perfect golden brown instead of a charred black, and Nathan, who was pointedly not participating and simply staring into the fire with a cynical glare. Across the flames, she could see Jack. He wasn’t toasting a marshmallow; instead, he was observing the fire with an intensely curious expression, as if he were calculating the rate of combustion and convective heat transfer. Oliver was there too, his headphones now hanging around his neck. He was looking into the fire, but his gaze seemed to go right through it, fixed on something deep in his own memory.

“Ghost story time!” Paul Elliot declared, leaping dramatically to his feet after swallowing his burnt marshmallow in one go. He pulled a torch from his pocket, switched it on, and held it under his chin, casting ghoulish shadows that danced across his features.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Nathan groaned, but no one paid him any mind. A hush fell over the crowd, drawn in by the cheap but effective theatrics.

“You all heard Ernie’s warning to stick to the path,” Paul began in a conspiratorial, croaky whisper. “You think that’s just for safety? So you don’t trip on a root? Wrong.”

He paused for dramatic effect, his gleaming eyes sweeping across the fire-lit faces. The fire crackled, sending a shower of sparks up into the starless night sky.

“Thirty years ago, back in the summer of 1995, something terrible happened right here. On these very grounds. They called it the Pinewood Tragedy.” Paul lowered his voice even further, forcing everyone to lean in. “The official story is that some poor, mad bloke who did odd jobs here went crazy. Killed three tourists he found camping by the lake. The police caught him, he confessed to everything, and then topped himself in his cell before he could stand trial. Case closed. Tidy.”

Annie shuffled closer to Kate, her eyes wide with terror.

“But,” Paul whispered, his eyes darting into the darkness beyond the circle of firelight, “the locals down in Oakhaven, they know the truth. They say the man they caught was just a scapegoat. That the real killer was never found. And that wasn't even the worst of it.” He leaned in closer. “The worst part is... two campers from Pinewood died that night too. Two teenage girls. Our age. The police said it was part of the same attack, but their bodies were found days later, not far from here. Legend says that if you walk off the path at night, you can hear their spirits whispering in the trees, warning you away. And if you don’t listen... the real killer, who’s still out there, will make you his next victim.”

Megan glanced around. Some faces were scared, others sceptical. Jack was squinting, his expression one of critical analysis, not fear. He looked like he was dissecting the story, searching for plot holes.

A heavy, thick silence settled over the group, broken only by the crackling of the fire. Even Nathan was quiet. The story, though clearly embellished with teenage drama, had left a cold residue in the night air.

Then, a voice cut through the stillness. “That’s enough, son.”

Every head turned in unison. Ernie Brown was standing at the edge of the firelight, his tall frame looming like a giant shadow. He had approached without anyone noticing, moving silently over the pine needles. His face wasn’t angry. It was the opposite. It was filled with that same deep sadness from his eyes, but now magnified a hundredfold, so raw and open it was almost painful to look at.

“Those weren’t just stories to scare your friends around a campfire,” Ernie said, his voice quiet but carrying clearly across the silent fire pit. “There were real people who were hurt. Families that were broken. They aren’t legends. They were human beings.”

He looked directly at Paul, and the once-confident boy seemed to shrink under the gaze of those pale blue eyes. “You show their memory some respect,” Ernie said. “You let them rest in peace.”

With that, he turned and melted back into the darkness, leaving an awkward, palpable shame in his wake. The party was effectively over. The counsellors tried quickly to revive the mood, but the spell was broken. Small groups began to drift away, heading back to their cabins in hushed whispers.

Megan felt unsettled, as if Paul’s story and Ernie’s reaction had scraped the surface of something that should have been left undisturbed. She found herself walking away from her cabin, her feet carrying her to the one place that held any pull for her: the lake. The air was colder by the water, and a thick mist hung low over the surface, swallowing any reflection. The lake was as black and smooth as obsidian glass, utterly still. The silence here was different from the silence of the woods. This was a pressing silence, as if the water itself were holding its breath, hiding untold secrets in its cold, dark depths.

She raised her Pentax, the viewfinder isolating a silent slice of the world. She tried to find the beauty in it—the way the mist caught the faint moonlight, the spectral silhouette of a ragged pine on the opposite shore. But she couldn’t. Every time she tried to frame a shot, a strange, prickling unease crept over her skin. The feeling of being watched. The feeling of being an intruder.

She lowered her camera, letting it rest against her chest. The air felt heavy in her lungs, dense with something unspoken. The premonition was so strong, so visceral, it almost felt like a gentle but firm physical push.

Get out of here, something whispered in the back of her mind.

It wasn't a voice. It was a feeling. A feeling that the lake didn’t want her there. That this place, with its superficial beauty and its buried sorrow, was trying to push her away before she saw what lay beneath its calm, dark surface.

She took one photograph—a blurry shot of the mist kissing the water, the click of the shutter sounding deafeningly loud in the night’s silence—before turning and hurrying back to the path, towards the warm, yellow lights of the cabins. Her heart was hammering for reasons she couldn’t explain. As she reached the porch of Cabin 7, she stopped and glanced back towards the lake. In the distance, at the water’s edge, she could just make out the faint silhouette of a boy, standing alone in the gloom, occasionally bending as if he were skipping something across the water. Oliver. He looked so small and isolated against the vast, dark expanse. Megan felt a strange pang of sympathy before pushing her cabin door open and stepping inside, closing it firmly behind her, shutting the heavy silence of Pinewood out. For now.
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​Chapter 2
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​Where the Path Ends and Stories Begin

Morning light struggled through the mist with a familiar reluctance, spilling a pale, watery glow across Camp Pinewood as if the sun itself were hesitant to fully illuminate the place. A night’s worth of dew clung to every blade of grass and intricate spider’s web, turning the clearing into a fleeting tapestry of glittering silver. The air was sharp and clean in Megan’s lungs, smelling of cold, damp earth and pine. To her, however, the beauty felt forced, like a postcard scene that was too perfect to be alive. In her hands, the Pentax K-1000 felt heavy and useless, a tool without a meaningful subject.

They had been herded like a flock of compliant sheep to a small clearing at the edge of the woods for the morning’s activity, which had sounded far more exciting in the brochure: “Wilderness Orientation”. Chloe, the counsellor with a seemingly bottomless well of cheerful energy, was standing before a portable whiteboard, enthusiastically explaining the difference between magnetic north and true north to a group of profoundly uninterested teenagers.

“And remember,” she said, tapping a large compass with her marker as if it were a magical artefact, “when you’re using your Ordnance Survey map, always make sure you’ve oriented it to your surroundings! It’s vital! Who can tell me what a contour line is?”

An awkward, heavy silence fell. Most of the campers were studying their shoes, or the gently swaying branches overhead—anywhere but Chloe’s expectant face. Megan sighed quietly, the frustration simmering in her chest like acid. This wasn’t photography. This wasn’t art. This was a committee-designed activity to tick a box marked “educational” and “outdoorsy”. She wanted to be capturing something authentic. Something raw. The way light pierced the canopy to create stained-glass patterns on the mossy forest floor; the tremble of a dewdrop on a fern frond just before it fell; the rough, gnarled texture of bark that told the story of decades of growth. But she was stuck here, listening to a primary-school-level geography lesson. She raised her camera and tried to frame Chloe’s enthusiastic face, but the resulting image felt flat and hollow.

Beside her, Kate Wilkinson was politely paying attention, nodding occasionally at Chloe’s points, playing her part as the good student perfectly. But Megan could see the restlessness in the way Kate was tapping her fingers against her own arm, a small, betraying gesture of her desire to be elsewhere. On her other side, Jack Walker, the map-genius from the day before, looked almost personally offended by the oversimplification, as if it were an insult to the science of cartography itself.

“Actually,” Jack spoke up, his voice quiet but clear, cutting through Chloe’s explanation of the map symbol for a public toilet. “The magnetic declination in this region is about zero-point-three degrees east at the moment, so for basic navigation over a few hundred metres, the difference is negligible. But if we were doing a serious cross-country trek, say ten kilometres, ignoring it could put us several hundred metres off our target. That’s enough to get completely lost if the mist rolled in.”

Chloe blinked, her plastered-on smile faltering as it slipped on the unexpected fact. “Well, thank you for that... technical input, Jack. Very... thorough. But for our purposes today, we’ll just be sticking to the path!”

Jack flinched slightly, as if the phrase “sticking to the path” were a profanity. He folded his arms and fell silent again, but Megan could see his mind still working, analysing and calculating. She glanced around their little, accidentally formed group. Oliver Hawkins stood slightly behind, as usual, his large headphones clamped over his ears. When one of the counsellors in the distance blew a sharp, piercing whistle, however, Oliver’s shoulders gave a slight, involuntary jolt—a visceral reaction far too quick for someone lost in music. His vacant eyes weren’t focused on something internal; they were constantly scanning the distant treeline. The headphones, Megan realised, weren’t a portal to a world of music. They were a wall.

“This is mind-numbingly boring,” Megan whispered to Kate, more to herself than expecting an answer. “I can feel my creativity slowly dying.”

“At least it’s outdoors,” Kate returned with forced optimism. “Could be worse. We could be inside making friendship bracelets out of yarn.”

Megan managed a weak smile. “Suppose you’re right. Always a silver lining, eh?”

“My mum always says that,” Kate replied, the smile not reaching her eyes. “Usually right before she and my dad start shouting.”

As Chloe finally released them to “practise taking compass bearings” to clearly marked trees well within eyesight, Jack moved towards them, his eyes gleaming with calculated purpose. Oliver, as if sensing the shift in energy or perhaps just wanting to avoid the given task, drifted closer too, remaining on the edge of their small circle like a hesitant satellite.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Jack said in a low, conspiratorial tone, as if he were about to lay out a thesis. “Paul Elliot’s story from last night. From a statistical and logical standpoint, it’s riddled with holes. I couldn’t sleep.”

Kate sighed, half-amused, half-weary. “Jack, it was a ghost story. It’s supposed to be scary, not peer-reviewed.”

“That’s the point,” Jack pressed on, ignoring her interruption. “The official narrative is tidy: a single, mentally unstable perpetrator commits a spree, is apprehended, and then commits suicide. Case closed. Paul’s ‘scapegoat’ theory is a classic conspiracy trope. To suggest the police framed a man for three murders, while simultaneously covering up two additional ones, is narratively convenient but logically unsound. It creates unnecessary complexity.”

“Or maybe it’s real,” Megan said, surprised by her own words. Ernie’s reaction last night—that raw, unfiltered grief—was still seared into her mind. “You didn’t see Ernie’s face. That wasn’t an act.”

“Emotion isn’t data,” Jack countered firmly, though his tone softened slightly. “I’m not saying he wasn’t sad. I’m saying Paul’s story is an unreliable version of whatever actually happened. The only way to prove it is to gather empirical data.” His gaze shifted to the dark woods beyond the designated path. “See, the legend is centred on the idea that something is ‘out there’, in the forbidden space. To prove it’s just an exaggerated story, we need to demonstrate there’s nothing there. Just more trees, more mud, and maybe a few badger setts.” He looked at each of them in turn, his sharp eyes issuing a challenge. “I’m going in there. To prove it definitively.”

A tense silence fell over their small group. The proposal hung heavy and dangerous in the cold morning air.

Kate was the first to shake her head, a look of immediate anxiety on her face. “No way, Jack. Absolutely not. You heard Ernie. It’s against the rules. We could get kicked out. I... I don’t like making trouble.” I spend my whole life trying to stop trouble, she thought, the image of her parents’ endless, bitter arguments flashing through her mind like an old film. The sound of a plate shattering, a door slamming, the cold silences that lasted for days. No, she would not willingly walk towards conflict.

“It’s not ‘making trouble’,” Jack countered, his tone impatient with frustration. “It’s rational inquiry. Your fear is based on an unsubstantiated threat—a ghost legend—and an arbitrary rule. It’s not logical, Kate.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s logical!” Kate shot back, her voice a little louder than usual. “It’s the rule! Sometimes you just have to follow the rules to keep the peace!”

Megan felt a war raging inside her. Kate’s logic—the logic of a conflict survivor—made perfect sense. It was a stupid, risky idea. But the artist in her, the frustrated artist, was drawn to Jack’s proposal. Out there, in the untouched, forbidden space, there might be something real to capture. Something with a soul. Not trees marked with orange tape.

“I don’t know, Jack...” Kate began again, but she glanced at Megan’s face, saw the indecision and curiosity there, and then at Jack, who was clearly not going to back down. She could feel the fragile little group they had just formed threatening to splinter before it had even properly begun. It was a familiar dilemma: let them argue and split, leaving her in the middle, or swallow her own fear to keep things whole. “If we do this,” she said, so quietly she could hardly believe she was saying it, “it has to be quick. Ten minutes, in and out. And no one can know. If we get caught, I’m saying it was your idea.”

Jack nodded, satisfied. “Of course. A stealth operation.” He then turned to Oliver, who had been listening to the entire exchange in stony silence. “I assume you’re not in?” he asked, not as a taunt, but as a statement of fact.

Oliver lifted his head, his usually vacant eyes seeming to focus for the first time. In the distance, one of the counsellors blew a sharp blast on a whistle to summon a group, the shrill sound tearing through the morning calm. Oliver winced, a barely perceptible movement. He pulled his headphones down to his neck. The muted sounds of the camp—laughter, Chloe’s shouts, birdsong—were suddenly loud and intrusive.

“It’s too noisy here,” he said quietly, his voice raspy from disuse.

Jack and Kate exchanged a look of confusion. “Noisy? There’s barely anyone here,” Jack said.

But Megan understood. Or at least, she thought she did. It wasn’t the outside noise Oliver was talking about. He was looking into the silent woods, where the shadows seemed deep and peaceful.

“I’m coming,” Oliver said, more a statement of intent than a request for permission. The deep, undemanding quiet of the forest was more appealing than the constant noise in his own head, the echoes of screeching metal and shattering glass, sounds that never truly went away, no matter how loud he played the music. This expedition wasn’t about proving or disproving ghosts. It was about escaping his own.

***
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Slipping away was easier than they’d expected. Chloe and the other counsellors were preoccupied with a group of younger boys who had managed to get their compass stuck inside a water bottle, creating an unforeseen physics puzzle. With a curt nod, led by Megan’s now fully-ignited curiosity, the four of them slipped to the edge of the clearing and into the first line of trees, swallowed by the shadows.

The second they were under the canopy, the world changed. The sounds of the camp dimmed instantly as if someone had closed a heavy door, replaced by a thick, mossy silence. Pale sunlight was filtered through the dense pine needles, creating a perpetual twilight on the forest floor. The air grew colder and damper, smelling of rich soil, fungus, and the sweet decay of centuries of fallen leaves. They followed the main path for a hundred metres or so, their boots thudding softly on the packed earth and protruding roots.

Then Jack, who was walking ahead, stopped so abruptly Kate nearly ran into him. He pointed to a small, barely-there offshoot from the main path, almost entirely obscured by a wall of dense ferns. At its mouth, nailed to an ancient pine, was a wooden sign. It was weathered and grey, its edges softened and sprouting a velvety green moss like an old man’s beard. The red letters once painted on it had faded to faint, rust-coloured stains, but the message was still just about legible: NO ENTRY. PRIVATE AREA.

It didn’t feel like an official council warning. It felt personal, like a handmade gravestone.

Kate swallowed hard, the sound loud in the silence. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” she whispered, her voice strained. “This feels wrong.”

“Too late to turn back now,” Jack said, though even his voice was a little quieter here, his logical confidence wavering slightly in the face of such an old warning.

Megan felt her heart thumping, a mix of fear and explorer’s excitement. She raised her camera, the lens feeling like an extension of her own eye, both a shield and a window. This was it. Something authentic. She stepped over a root that jutted out like a bone and led the way, pushing aside the damp fern fronds that left cold trails on her jeans. The others followed, one by one, crossing the invisible threshold between the known world and the forbidden one.

The woods on this side felt fundamentally different. Older. Wilder. The trees stood closer together, their low, mossy branches interlocking overhead to create a dim, green tunnel. The forest floor was thicker with years of accumulated pine needles, muffling their footsteps until they were almost silent. There were no more orange ribbons or man-made markers. There was only the deep, pressing silence, broken by the sound of their own breathing and the occasional, distant caw of a crow that sounded like a warning. Megan noticed that Oliver looked the most relaxed he’d been yet, his shoulders no longer hunched, as if the invisible weight had been lifted by this oppressive quiet.

They walked for about fifteen minutes, well over Kate’s designated time limit, deeper and deeper into the woods. That’s when Megan saw it first. Through a gap in the trees, an unnatural shape. A straight line. A roof.

“Wait,” she whispered, stopping so suddenly that Kate bumped into her from behind.

Slowly, they moved towards the gap like a wary herd of deer. They emerged into a small, hidden clearing, one that had clearly been reclaimed by nature. Weeds grew waist-high, and thorny blackberry bushes scrambled everywhere like natural barbed wire. And there, standing in a sad, curving row, were six or seven old wooden cabins.

They were in a desperate state of disrepair, a silent testament to decades of neglect. Their dull green paint was peeling off in great sheets, revealing the weathered grey wood beneath. Several roofs had partially collapsed, creating gaping holes to the grey sky. The windows were empty black sockets, most of the glass long-since shattered, a victim of either stones or time itself. Their small porches sagged at odd angles, surrendering to the pull of gravity and rot. This must have been the old staff quarters, abandoned and forgotten.

“Whoa,” Jack said, his eyes wide with curiosity, his scepticism momentarily replaced by the awe of an amateur archaeologist. “This... isn’t on any of the camp maps. Not even the old topographical ones.”

“This place feels... sad,” Kate said, wrapping her arms around herself as if a sudden chill had hit her, though the air was no colder than before. “It feels like something bad happened here.”

Megan raised her camera, the shutter clicking loudly in the silence as she took a few shots of the decaying scene. She felt a strange pang of disappointment. It was interesting, sure, but it was just old, abandoned buildings. Not proof of ghosts, nor a hidden photographic masterpiece.

“There’s nothing here,” she said, more to convince herself than the others. “Just ruins. Maybe Jack was right, it was all just a story.”

As she said it, Oliver, who had been wandering silently along the line of cabins, stopped. He was standing before the third one from the end, which seemed to be in slightly better condition than the rest. Its roof was intact, and most of its windows still held glass, albeit filthy and opaque.

“This door,” Oliver said, his voice sounding oddly clear in the quiet clearing. “It’s ajar.”

They all turned. He was right. While all the other cabin doors were either sealed shut or hanging off their hinges, this one was slightly open, by just a few inches, creating a sharp, vertical slice of blackness. As if someone had just stepped out. Or as if it had been left open deliberately—a silent, unnerving invitation.

***
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The tension between them was a tangible thing. Jack’s logic was at war with Kate’s cautious instincts.

“It was probably just the wind,” Kate said, though there was no wind at all in the sheltered clearing. The air was still and heavy.

“The hinges probably rusted in that position,” Jack added, offering a rational explanation, though he too was staring at the door with undisguised curiosity.

“Only one way to find out,” Megan said, driven by an impulse she couldn’t explain—the need to see what was inside that dark frame. She walked slowly towards the cabin, the soft earth crunching under her boots. She placed her hand on the rough, cold wood and pushed. The door groaned open with a long, pained screech, revealing a dark and dusty interior.

The musty smell of decaying fabric, damp wood, and forgotten time greeted them, so thick it was almost a solid thing. For a few seconds, they just stood on the threshold, their eyes adjusting to the dim light. Light filtered through the grime-caked windows, illuminating particles of dust dancing in the air like microscopic fireflies.

The cabin was a time capsule, a scene frozen at a specific moment. Inside, the artefacts of a teenage life from another era were preserved under a thick blanket of dust. On the wall above one of the two narrow beds hung a faded poster of the band Pearl Jam, Eddie Vedder screaming in sepia-toned silence. On a small table between the beds lay a stack of yellowing music magazines—NME, Melody Maker. On the cover of the top one, Kurt Cobain stared blankly out at them, his blue eyes haunting even after decades. On the floor lay a pair of worn-out Dr. Martens boots, their laces still tied as if the owner had just slipped them off.

It felt like a desecration to enter. It felt like stepping into a tomb.

But they did, moving with a carefulness as if they were afraid of disturbing sleeping ghosts. Oliver was the last one in, pulling the door gently behind him, letting it settle back into its slightly ajar position.

“This is... incredible,” Jack whispered, touching the cover of the magazine with a fingertip as if it were an ancient manuscript. “Look at the date. July 1995.”

The year of the Pinewood Tragedy. A cold shiver ran down Megan’s spine. This wasn’t an abstraction anymore. This was a place. A time.

Kate pointed to the other bed. Lying on the decaying quilt was a leather-bound sketchbook. Hesitantly, Kate picked it up. She blew a thick layer of dust off the cover in a grey cloud and opened it.

The pages were filled with charcoal pencil drawings of immense detail and startling talent. There were sketches of the lake in all its moods—misty and mysterious, sparkling in rare sunlight, dark and turbulent under a stormy sky. There were drawings of the pines, each needle and cone rendered with loving precision. And there were portraits—laughing teenage faces, a much younger Ernie Brown, smiling with a sadness that was already in his eyes even then. The style was alive, emotional. Whoever this artist was, they had loved this place, and they had seen it with a painful clarity. Megan felt a pang of professional jealousy mixed with a profound admiration.

“Whoever this was, they were brilliant,” Kate said in awe, turning the pages carefully so as not to tear the brittle paper.

While Kate and Megan were absorbed in the sketchbook, and Oliver stood silently by the window, staring out as if on guard, Jack did what came most naturally to him: he investigated. He checked the small wardrobe, which was empty except for the faint smell of mothballs. He peered under the beds. He knocked on the walls, listening for the difference. As he walked across the small central section of the cabin, his foot fell on a threadbare rug, its colours faded into an indistinct pattern.

Creeak.

It was just a normal floorboard sound. But then he stepped back and trod on it again, this time deliberately.

Creak-thud.

The sound was different. Less resonant. Shorter, duller. It was wrong. Jack’s brow furrowed. He got down on his knees and pulled back the frayed edge of the rug, revealing the dark pine floorboards. He rapped the board on the left with his knuckles. Thok, thok, thok. A solid sound. He knocked on the board to the right. Thok, thok, thok. Same. Then he knocked on the central board, the one that had made the odd creak. Thud, thud, thud. It was hollow.

“Hey,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “You need to see this.”

Megan and Kate looked up from the sketchbook. They saw Jack trying to work his fingers into the crack between the boards. “This one’s loose,” he said, his face alight with the thrill of discovery.

Just as he said it—just as the excitement of discovery was beginning to dawn between them—a sound from outside made them all freeze, their blood turning to ice.

CRACK.

It was the sound of a dry branch snapping under a heavy weight. A sharp, loud sound that was very, very close.

In an instant, they moved, driven by pure adrenaline. Jack let go of the floorboard as if it were hot. Megan pulled Kate down behind one of the beds, the two of them huddled between the musty mattress and the damp wall. Jack and Oliver ducked behind the rickety wardrobe, holding themselves perfectly still. All four of them held their breath, their hearts hammering against their ribs so hard it felt like they might burst from their chests. The silence inside the cabin was deafening.

Then came the footsteps. Heavy. Unhurried. Deliberate. Crunch... crunch... crunch on the dry leaves and pine needles. Closer. And closer.

The footsteps stopped. Right outside their slightly ajar door.

Megan bit her lip to stop a gasp from escaping. She could see a slice of the outside world through a gap in the bed’s slats. She saw a pair of large, mud-caked work boots come to a halt in front of the door. Just the boots. She couldn’t see any higher.

The silence stretched on, thick and heavy. A second. Five seconds. Thirty. It felt like an hour. They didn’t move. They didn’t breathe. Who was it? Ernie? Another counsellor? Someone who shouldn’t be here? Someone who knew they were here? Megan’s heart was pounding in her ears, so loud she was afraid the person outside could hear it.

Then, after an eternity of silence, the boots pivoted. And the footsteps retreated. Crunch... crunch... crunch. Fainter and fainter, until they were finally swallowed by the silence of the woods once more, leaving them alone in the dust and the fear.

They waited, still frozen, for a full minute, listening intently for any sound. There was nothing. Just the slow return of their own heartbeats.

“They’re gone,” Jack finally breathed, his voice shaky.

Gingerly, they emerged from their hiding spots, their bodies trembling with the aftershocks of adrenaline.

“Who was that?” Kate whispered, her eyes wide with terror.

“I don’t know,” Megan replied. “I only saw the boots. Big. Covered in mud.”

“We have to get out of here. Now,” Kate said firmly, her voice trembling but full of conviction. “This isn’t a game anymore.”

“Wait,” Jack said, his gaze returning to the loose floorboard with a renewed intensity. “Not yet. Not before we know what’s under it. Whoever that was, maybe this is what they were looking for.”

There was a new urgency to their actions now. No more casual curiosity. This felt important. Dangerous. Working together, with trembling fingers, they managed to pry the loose floorboard up. It came away with a soft, sucking sound.

Underneath, in a small, dark, hidden recess, lay an object. It was a rusty tin box, the kind grandmothers used for keeping biscuits or cake in, decorated with a faded, peeling image of an English country scene.

With bated breath, Jack reached in and lifted it out. It was heavier than it looked. He placed it on the floor and carefully worked open the rusted lid, which came free with a low groan.

Inside, nestled on a bed of yellowed fabric, were two items. The first was an old Sony Hi8 camcorder, a model from the mid-90s, bulky and clumsy by today’s standards, a solid relic of an analogue world. Beside it, stacked neatly, was a pile of small video cassettes, each with a faded, handwritten label on its spine.

They all stared at the unexpected treasure in silence. The sketchbook had been a window into the past. But this... this was something else entirely. This was sound. This was movement. This was a ghost, captured on magnetic tape. And suddenly, the legend of the Pinewood Tragedy didn’t feel like an exaggerated folktale anymore. It felt like a beginning.
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​Chapter 3
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​Echoes on a Dying Battery

The forest felt as though it had changed its character on their hurried journey back. The trees that had seemed ancient and majestic on their way in now felt menacing, predatory. Their low, dark branches looked like grasping, skeletal arms, ready to snatch or bar their way. The silence, once peaceful, was now heavy and watchful, as if the woods themselves were holding their breath, observing them. Every rustle of leaves in the slight breeze, every snap of a twig under their boots, sounded like a loud announcement in the tense quiet. The tin box, now clutched in Jack’s hands, felt like a cursed object, a dead weight pulling them deeper into the mystery, the secret, beating heart of a long-buried tragedy.

They didn’t run—that would have drawn too much attention from anyone who might still be watching—but their pace was fast and purposeful, a silent exodus from forbidden ground. Fear was a powerful motivator, and their breath came in white puffs in the cold air. Megan kept glancing over her shoulder, half-expecting and half-dreading to see a pair of muddy boots trailing them between the deep shadows of the trees.

“We shouldn’t have taken it,” Kate finally said, breaking the tense silence in a ragged whisper. She was constantly tucking loose strands of hair back into her ponytail, a nervous tic that betrayed her forced composure. “We should have put it back, closed the floorboard, and pretended we never saw a thing. It’s not our business.”

“And let it rot in there forever?” Jack countered, his tone sharp with residual adrenaline. He hugged the tin box to his chest as if it were a priceless artefact. “Kate, this isn’t just some old junk. This is... an archive. A record. This could be evidence.”

“Evidence of what, Jack?” Kate pressed, her voice rising slightly, tinged with panic. “Of a ghost story Paul told around a campfire? We’ve just trespassed on abandoned property and stolen someone’s personal belongings. If we get caught with this, we’ll be in serious trouble. I don’t do trouble.” I have enough trouble, a voice screamed in her mind, a voice that sounded like her ten-year-old self, hiding at the top of the stairs, listening to the raised voices from the living room below.

“To ignore potential information is irrational,” Jack argued, his logic a shield against the fear. “This could be directly related to what happened here in 1995. If anything, it’s our obligation to examine it. Aren’t you even the slightest bit curious? Don’t you want to know what really happened?”

“Of course I’m curious!” Kate shot back, stopping to face him, her eyes flashing with frustration. “But there are more important things than satisfying curiosity, Jack! Like, for instance, not angering whoever left a giant, muddy bootprint outside a cabin we weren’t supposed to be in! What if he comes back?”

“That’s exactly why we have to see what’s on them,” Jack said, refusing to yield. “Maybe that person was looking for it too. Maybe we just found it first.”

They continued walking, their whispered argument the only sound in the woods. Oliver remained silent, as ever, but Megan noticed that his face was pale, and not just from the cold. He walked with a strange stiffness, his eyes fixed dead ahead on the path, as if he were forcing himself forward, one step at a time. Megan wondered what he was thinking. She imagined how it must feel for Oliver, who tried so hard to be invisible, who used his headphones as a shield. The idea of deliberately watching someone else’s potential trauma—a life, perhaps violently ended, captured on tape—must feel deeply wrong to him. It felt, she suspected, like being a passive observer all over again, a role he seemed desperate to avoid.

“Kate has a point,” Megan said quietly, trying to mediate, siding with caution but feeling a different pull in her own heart. “This is someone’s privacy. It feels deeply wrong, like reading someone’s diary without permission.”
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