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The night had started like any other—unexpected, a little wild, but full of promise. That was, until we ended up at this creepy ass mansion. At our last party some guy in a masked handed me a white card with an address in the dead center. He said, “Afterparty.” then quickly melted into the crowds of partiers. At the time we thought it was a pretty good hook. 

David’s deep chuckle vibrated in the cool air as we stood in front of the sprawling, gothic estate now. “I still can’t believe we’re here,” he said, a wry grin playing across his face. His dark brown hair, now a bit too long, curled at the nape of his neck, matching the carefree, “let's-see-where-this-goes” attitude he always had. The tattoos on his arms peeked out from beneath the sleeves of his t-shirt—snakes, stars, and a bit of tribal art that reminded me of the way he carried himself: dangerous, unpredictable, but somehow always in control.

I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling the cool bite of the night air against my skin. My auburn hair, long and streaked with lighter shades, cascaded down to my shoulder blades. I loved it when the wind teased it into waves, but tonight, I was more concerned with the unusual invitation that had gotten us here.

I wished I had brought a jacket. Now as the wind bites at my bare knee caps and elbows I truly regret it. Usually at parties we both get really hot so we just left them at home tonight. I decided on a black and white T-shirt and shorts combo. Pretty basic but easy to move in. David wanted to be cute so he dressed up to match me. Black T shirt and white shorts but his went to his knees.

“You think this is a prank?” I asked, my blue eyes scanning the mansion. There were no cars in the parking area and no lights were on to illuminate any paths. We had gone to a party like this before where it was hidden underground but at least with those there was a misleading sign to lead the way. This place loomed over us like something straight out of a horror movie, all sharp angles and dark tinted windows. The kind of place you didn’t go unless you had a death wish—or, apparently, an invitation to a private party.

“Probably.” David shrugged, his eyes glinting with that mischievous spark that I loved. “But hey, we’re already here. Might as well see what’s inside. Worst case, we make fun of it, drink a bit, and bail in fifteen minutes tops.”

I grinned, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. This was either going to be the best or the worse party they have been to since getting married a year ago. Either way I knew the memories themselves would be the real gift. “And if it’s some sort of cult sacrifice situation?”

“Well, if that’s the case, at least I’ll go down knowing I’ll never hear you complain about my cooking again.” He was the cook so he bore all bragging rights. “Or about your messed up family.” 

“Touché,” I said, rolling my eyes as a smile curved the corner of my mouth. “Let’s just get this part over with.”

We walked up the creaky wooden steps toward the massive black wooden front door, which swung open before we could even knock. No one greeted us, no grand announcement of our arrival. Just the eerie sound of the door creaking shut behind us as soon as we stepped inside. It had to be automated sensors that build the hype to the party. Chills ran up their arms as they stepped in. The air grew thick as we crossed the threshold, a faint buzzing sound filling the silence around us. It wasn’t the sound of insects, but something deeper, resonating in my chest. I couldn’t tell if it was my heart racing, or if the house itself was breathing.

I hesitated. “That was... odd,” I muttered under my breath, trying to brush off the sudden unease creeping along my spine. I held onto David’s arm tightly. 

David smirked, clearly aware and amused by my discomfort. “Maybe it’s part of the charm. Like a haunted house, but with better wine or booze.”

“Right,” I said, glancing around the dimly lit foyer. The air smelled faintly of dust and something sweet, like old perfume mixed with the scent of candles. Not what I was expecting to smell here. My mind went back to the door and how it had clicked closed behind us with an unnatural finality, as if the house had been waiting for us to step in. I tried to shake the thought from my mind, but my pulse quickened anyway. My eyes darted around the foyer, desperate for something familiar. There was nothing.

A single hallway stretched in front of us, leading into darkness. "Okay, this is giving me real cult vibes," I said, crossing my arms. "We’re gonna get locked in some basement room with a goat sacrifice in the corner, aren’t we? Like what kind of house just has one long creepy walkway before they get to any rooms."

“Not unless you promise to be the goat,” David quipped, nudging me with his elbow. "Besides, I’m sure they’ll give us beer first. It’s all about the pacing. But yeah, you are defiantly right about the house structure. It’s honestly super eerie and off putting. Makes me think the party is wild."

I let out a breath, letting his sarcastic humor settle me a little. He always knew how to make light of things, especially when I was starting to freak out—like now. My calm in life’s daily storms.

“Let’s get this over with,” I said, more to myself than to him.

We walked down the hallway, our footsteps echoing against the old stone floors. We could barely see the floors so we ended up using my cell phone as a flashlight. There was no sound, no sign of life anywhere. But the deeper we went, the more I started to feel like we were being watched. It wasn’t paranoia. It was something colder—something familiar. I just couldn’t see what was staring at us. The hallway stretched endlessly, the dim light from my phone casting strange, flickering shadows on the walls. The air felt thick—too thick—and every step I took felt like it was pulling me deeper into something I couldn’t escape.

At the end of the hallway there was a set of stairs barley lit which seemed to be a bit of an injury risk if you asked me. Reaching the bottom, we found ourselves in a small grey room where the paint was peeling off of the walls from age. The only thing here was three doors in front of us now and the one we came in, each one as ominous as the last. The air felt thicker now, charged with something I couldn’t quite place but it was enough to smother a person.

David crossed his arms, his grin widening but it never really reached his eyes. “Well, this is a choice, huh?”

I blinked, unsure whether to laugh or scream. There was no turning back now. Three doors. Three choices. I would not turn back and be declared a chicken over doors that probably led to nothing.

One was made of heavy, light oak, engraved with intricate images of what looked like eyes, carved at the bottom. Above that skulls and bugs were carved with extreme details. The top had a scene of what looked like a storm, little creatures below it looked to be running. A low hum seemed to vibrate through the door, as though something—or someone—was waiting on the other side. To me it looked like the most promising option though compared to the other two. I mean the images were pretty awesome and to me it looked like a promise of a wild party.

The second door was a pale blue, but it shimmered, like it was made of water. A soft glow pulsed from within, casting strange shadows on the walls. It was the kind of door you didn’t open, because you knew it was hiding something you couldn’t understand. A cold chill lingered in the air in front of it. I decided it probably led to a walk-in freezer. At least that one had a door knob.  

The third door was smaller than the rest. Its wood was cracked and peeling, like it hadn’t been used in years. But that wasn’t what caught my attention. It was the smell—sharp and metallic, like blood mixed with something rotten. The faintest sound of scraping, like nails against stone, came from behind it. I decided to try to avoid this door entirely. I had no interest in uncovering that mystery.

“Okay,” David said, his voice low, the humor now gone. “One of these doors is about to ruin my night. I guess now we have to figure out which one will suck the least.”

I narrowed my eyes, glancing at the doors again. “You don’t think they’re just regular doors, do you? Like, ‘here’s the kitchen, here’s the bathroom, and the other one is a broom closet full of spiders?”

David raised an eyebrow. “Please tell me you’re not seriously suggesting that. That would make this whole thing way less interesting.”

“Right. Sorry, I forgot—this is clearly the night to choose our own nightmare.”

He chuckled, but there was something in the way his gaze flicked to each door that told me he wasn’t as confident as he was letting on. David had always been the jokester, the one who could make light of a situation. But even he knew when things went beyond the point of irony and joking.

I stepped forward, my heart pounding. “Which one?”

David didn’t answer right away. He simply looked from one door to the next, like each was an impossible puzzle he couldn’t solve. Then, with a sharp exhale, he said, “I don’t know. But we can’t stand here all night, right? Let’s just pick one.”

I hesitated, but not for long. “I’ll pick. Let’s go with the oak one with all the cryptic symbolism,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “Something about it feels...” I trailed off, not really knowing what I meant. It didn’t feel like a good option at all but compared to the other two...

David gave me a sidelong glance. “Oak one it is.” He let out a low whistle, his hand hovering just inches from the oak door. “Well, this looks promising,” he muttered, his voice tight with nerves now. “How about we go with the one that definitely won’t get us killed?” As his fingers brushed against it, the entire room seemed to shudder, as though it, too, was holding its breath.

The door creaked open slowly, revealing a faint light beyond. The silence deafening just like when they opened the door to the house.

“After you,” David said, giving me a teasing grin.

I shook my head, stepping through first. “Of course. I’ll go first into the nightmare. You can stay out here and keep making jokes.”

“Deal,” he said, smirking. “Just don’t get yourself eaten by a random monster, okay?”

With that, we both stepped forward into the unknown. The floor beneath us was uneven, each step echoing with a hollow thud. The sound of distant dripping water mingled with the muffled whispers of something unseen. The door slammed shut behind us, cutting off our only way out. We were trapped in whatever we had just stepped into. 
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The moment we stepped through the door, the air felt different. Thicker, almost. Like the weight of time itself had pressed in on us, as if we had crossed an invisible line into a world that didn’t belong to us. The trees towered above us, impossibly large, their trunks wide enough to swallow a small house whole. Their bark was dark and gnarled, some of it shimmering with iridescent hues, like the thick skin of some creature long forgotten.

“What the hell is this place?” David muttered, his eyes flashed back and forth as he analyzed our surroundings. His voice was hushed, almost reverent, as if he were speaking in a cathedral. I couldn’t blame him. The trees were so enormous, they looked like they could have been alive—like they were ancient guardians of this land, watching us, waiting for us to make the wrong move.

I tried to push back the creeping unease that twisted my stomach. It was hard not to be in awe of the sheer size of everything. The trees were unlike any I’d ever seen. Their trunks were twisted and knotted, their branches reaching high into the sky like dark, skeletal arms. Between the gaps in the foliage, the sunlight slanted down in sharp rays, casting strange shadows on the ground that seemed to twitch and shiver.

We moved forward slowly, the forest floor soft underfoot. The dirt was rich, almost spongy, and the air smelled of damp earth and something faintly sweet—like ripe fruit, but the scent was faint, barely noticeable. Everywhere I looked, there was something unfamiliar. Strange, thick vines curled around tree trunks, their tendrils reaching out like fingers, while brightly-colored fungi growing in clusters along the forest floor, their caps pulsing with an eerie, bioluminescent glow. Defiantly not safe to touch or eat, I decided to myself.

“God, look at these things,” David whispered, pointing to a patch of massive ferns. They were almost as tall as the trees themselves, their fronds unfurling in tight spirals that glowed faintly in the dim light. I reached out to touch one, feeling the cool, slick surface of the leaf beneath my fingertips. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before, but it felt... alive. Almost as if it were waiting for something. Plants didn't get this big. Especially inside of a house. 

I glanced around, feeling a prickle of discomfort crawl down my spine. This place was beautiful, yes—but also wrong, in a way I couldn’t put into words. It was too pristine, too untouched. Nothing in this forest felt like it belonged in the modern world or any world she has ever been in. 

“Didn’t we just leave a party?” I tried to joke, but the words fell flat. I wasn’t sure what was more disorienting—the fact that we were in an ancient forest, or the unsettling stillness of it all. There was no breeze, no rustling of leaves, no birds singing. The only sounds were the distant calls of unseen creatures, and the occasional snap of a twig underfoot, too quiet to pinpoint.

David paused, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the thick jungle ahead. “This doesn’t feel like a normal forest, Nic,” he said, his voice low. “Look at that tree.” He pointed to a massive trunk that loomed in front of us, its bark cracked and jagged. But it wasn’t just the tree that caught my attention—it was the way the bark seemed to move.

I stepped closer, narrowing my eyes. At first, I thought it was just the wind, or maybe some trick of the light. But then I saw it. A long, thick body, pale green with dark splotches, slithering up the tree like a snake.

“What the hell is that?” I whispered, my breath catching in my throat.

David’s gaze followed mine. “Is that... some kind of lizard?” he was guessing because the way it moved seemed unnatural to any other species.

It was impossible to tell. The creature was so camouflaged against the bark, it looked like part of the tree itself. It had a wide, flattened head and eyes that glowed faintly, too bright for anything natural. It slid around the trunk, almost gliding, before it disappeared into the thick branches above us, leaving only the faintest rustle in the leaves.

I shuddered. What else was here? “This place is... ancient. I don’t know if I like it here.”

David was about to respond when a sudden sound caught our attention—a low, guttural growl that vibrated in the air, so deep it almost felt like the earth itself was humming. We froze. My heart thudded loudly in my chest.

“What the hell was that?” I hissed, my eyes darting around but not finding anything causing the noise.

“I don’t know,” David replied, his voice tight. He gripped my hand, his fingers cold against mine, but his body was tense, his muscles coiled like a spring. “But I don’t think we’re alone here.”

The growl came again, closer this time, followed by the unmistakable sound of something large moving through the underbrush—branches snapping, leaves rustling. My breath caught in my throat. Whatever it was, it was big. Bigger than anything we’d encountered so far.

“I think we should move,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I didn’t know if the thing making that noise could hear us, but I didn’t want to risk it. Not in a place like this.

David didn’t argue. We started moving quickly, our steps hurried but silent, like we were both afraid of alerting whatever was lurking just out of sight. I was just glad that we agreed on coming out in tennis shoes. We quickened our pace, each step a desperate attempt to escape the oppressive feeling of being watched. The sounds of the forest grew louder, more menacing, driving us forward into the unknown. As we walked, the atmosphere around us seemed to thicken. The air felt heavy, almost oppressive, like something was watching us from all directions. My heart pounded in my chest, the sound of it so loud in my ears I thought it might drown out the growls and distant screeches. Every step felt heavier, every breath more labored. I wasn’t sure if it was the fear or the thick, oppressive air that was making it hard to breathe, but I had never felt so aware of my own body before. Every step we took felt like an intrusion into a world that had been untouched for millennia, each leaf and vine whispering secrets of an age long forgotten.

The deeper we went into the woods, the stranger the sounds became. A high-pitched screech echoed from the far side of the forest, followed by a series of sharp, rapid clicks, like the sound of an insect’s wings, but deeper, louder. The ground beneath us vibrated slightly, like something enormous was moving just out of sight. Every tree, every shadow, seemed to hold a threat we couldn’t identify. 

“What the hell is that?” I whispered, glancing nervously at David expecting him to have an answer when I didn’t.

“I don’t know,” he replied, his jaw clenched, but his eyes were wide with fear and concentration. “But I think it’s time to get the hell out of here.”

I couldn’t agree more, but the feeling of being watched was impossible to shake. It was as if the trees themselves were closing in on us, the very forest alive with an ancient, unknowable presence.

Suddenly, there was a loud rustling above us, and I looked up just in time to see something massive move through the canopy. My heart stopped. It wasn’t a bird—it wasn’t even an insect. It was... something else. A shadow, a blur, moving with speed and purpose, disappearing into the foliage before we could make out what it was.

“Let’s move. Now,” David urged, tugging at my arm.

We didn’t look back.
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The sound of rushing water reached us before we saw the river. It was clear and looked too good to be true. The forest had been silent for what felt like hours, but the sound of the current was a welcome relief. We needed to drink—badly. Both of us were exhausted, our bodies sore from hours of walking through the dense forest, but the oppressive heat and humidity made us thirsty in a way that felt impossible to ignore.

When we reached the river’s edge, I crouched down and cupped my hands together, scooping up the cool water and splashing it over my face. The coldness felt like a shock to my skin, but it was exactly what we needed.

David knelt beside me, his hand brushing mine as he dipped his face into the water. His movements were sluggish, and I could tell he was feeling the weight of the day, his exhaustion starting to show. But when he lifted his head from the water, something caught his eye, and his body went rigid.

I followed his gaze slowly.

A small figure stood just at the edge of the tree line, watching us. At first, I thought it might be an animal—a kid-sized creature, maybe—but as my eyes focused, I realized it really was a child. A human child although she looked off.

She was small, with dark, matted hair and dirt smeared across her face. Her clothes were ragged, made of torn, animal hides that barely covered her skinny frame. Her eyes were wide, almost too wide, and her expression was unreadable, like she wasn’t quite sure whether to approach or to run.

"Do you think she’s lost like us?" I kept my voice low so she would not be as scared.

David didn’t answer right away. His eyes never left the little girl, "I don't know but I do know that I don't like this feeling I have when I look at her." 

The girl was silent at first. She simply stood there, swaying slightly, her hands hanging limply at her sides. Something about the way she moved—the way she tilted her head as if studying us, calculating—made my skin prickle with unease. Most children did not study adults like this.

"Hey," David called softly, pushing himself to his feet. "Are you okay sweetheart? Where are your parents?"
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