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      The leaves were blazing orange when Brayden hopped out of the car and stretched his arms.

      The cool mountain air brushed his face, and the gravel crunched under his sneakers.

      The air smelled of pine needles, chimney smoke, and a hint of something sweet.

      The last wild apples on the trees were still clinging to life.

      "We're back!" Brayden said, grinning as he bounced on his toes, staring up at the cabin. "Finally!"

      His parents smiled back, already unpacking suitcases and groceries.

      Brayden did not wait.

      He tossed on his hoodie, grabbed his backpack and binoculars, and dashed up the porch.

      Inside, things still looked exactly how they had left it.

      Grandpa's old hiking stick still leaned against the door.

      The hand-carved sketch of a black bear hung over the fireplace.

      The cabin smelled of cinnamon and wood, and the floorboard by the table still creaked when you stepped on it.

      Brayden set his things down and peered out the back window.

      There it was.

      The forest now painted in fall colors just waiting for him.

      Later that afternoon, after they unrolled sleeping bags and filled the fridge with apple cider, sandwiches, and vanilla ice cream, Brayden slipped on his hiking boots.

      He was headed into the woods.

      He passed the first giant oak and stopped.

      Something felt wrong.

      The air was still.

      There were no birds chirping.

      There were no squirrels running through the branches.

      There were no leaves in the breeze.
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