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Chapter 1: The Waking Impact
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I was sinking.

Dark water, heavy and cold, swallowed me whole. I could feel the pressure in my chest, the drag of unseen current pulling me down. Something brushed my ankle — rough, like rope or seaweed. I kicked hard, lungs screaming, but it only coiled tighter. My last thought before the blackness closed in was that Jake was supposed to be watching the map.

Then I woke up.

Not to sunlight or seagulls or the easy thrum of the van engine, but to the taste of smoke and the smell of gasoline.

For a second I didn’t understand where I was. Everything was tilted. My seatbelt cut into my shoulder, and the windshield in front of me was cracked, spider-webbed, glittering faintly in the gray light leaking through the trees.

“Jake?”

No answer.

My heart started doing double-time. I turned, wincing as my neck protested. Jake was slumped over the steering wheel, one arm dangling, his hair in his eyes.

“Jake!”

Still nothing.

I shoved at his shoulder, hard. “Come on, man—”

He stirred, groaned, and lifted his head an inch. “Ugh. Did we hit something?”

“You think?”

He blinked blearily at the crumpled hood. “I told you Old Reliable could handle a dirt road.”

“Yeah,” I said, voice tight. “Turns out trees don’t move out of the way.”

He rubbed his temple. “I was sure it was a deer.”

“Pretty sure it wasn’t,” I said, leaning back and trying to breathe normally. My pulse was racing, my ears still ringing from the impact. “You okay?”

“I think so.” He flexed his hands, then frowned at his forearm, which was bleeding from a small cut. “Mostly.”

“Good,” I said. “Because we’re in the middle of nowhere, the van’s wedged into a tree, and I’m pretty sure the engine’s dead.”

Jake slumped back. “Old Reliable, nooo,” he groaned theatrically.

“Don’t start mourning it yet. Just tell me what happened.”

He squinted through the broken glass. “I don’t know. One minute the road curved, next minute—bam.”

I looked out through the windshield. What had once been a narrow dirt track was now invisible beyond the wall of ferns and moss-covered trunks. The forest pressed in close, green and silent.

“Where even are we?” I muttered.

Jake grinned weakly. “On an adventure?”

We climbed out carefully, checking for damage — to ourselves first, then the van. The front bumper was dented inward, one headlight shattered, the radiator hissing faintly like a dying animal.

“Well,” Jake said, surveying the scene, “she’s seen worse.”

“She’s also never been face-first in a pine tree before.”

He ran a hand over the hood like it might comfort the van. “She’ll pull through. She always does.”

“She’s not a pet, Jake.”

“She’s family.”

I shook my head, then stepped back to look around. The woods were thick, towering pines rising straight and tall, their branches trapping most of the daylight. The air was still — too still. No birds, no wind. Just that faint, unsettling quiet that made you feel like you’d trespassed somewhere you shouldn’t be.

Jake followed my gaze. “Creepy,” he admitted.

“Creepy doesn’t begin to cover it.”

We tried the doors, the back hatch, the gear shift. Everything groaned but stayed dead. When I turned the key, the only response was a coughing rattle that ended with a sad click.

Jake rubbed his chin. “Okay. Maybe she needs a rest.”

“She’s totaled.”

“She’s tired.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We need to think.”

“Already doing that. Thinking: hike to find help.”

“Or,” I countered, “stay here and wait for someone to drive by.”

He gestured at the empty track. “Alex, nobody drives on this road. The GPS hasn’t worked since the turnoff. Even the radio’s static.”

“Still better than wandering into a forest that probably eats hikers for breakfast.”

Jake grinned. “Then we’ll skip breakfast.”

“Not funny.”

“Come on,” he said. “We’ll find a farmhouse or a ranger station. Couple of miles at most.”

“And if there’s nothing?”

“Then we come back. No big deal.”

I looked at him — his confident smirk, his hand already on his backpack strap — and knew resistance was pointless. He wasn’t being reckless out of stupidity. He genuinely believed things would work out, because somehow, they always had.

“Fine,” I said. “But we take water, snacks, and a flashlight.”

“Now you’re talking.”

“And we mark the way back. No wandering.”

Jake saluted. “Scout’s honor.”

“You were never a scout.”

“I watched a documentary once.”

By noon, we were a mile deep into the forest.

At first, the walk had felt almost normal — sunlight filtering through the branches, the crunch of pine needles underfoot. Jake whistled a tune that sounded vaguely like something from a superhero movie.

But after the first hour, the mood shifted. The air grew heavier. The light dimmed as the trees closed in.

Jake stopped whistling.

“You sure this is the right direction?” I asked.

“Of course,” he said. “We’re heading uphill. Civilization’s always uphill.”

“That’s not a rule.”

“It is now.”

I checked my phone for the hundredth time — no signal. The battery icon mocked me at thirty percent.

“Face it,” I said, “we’re lost.”

Jake kicked a pine-cone. “We’re not lost. We’re... temporarily misplaced.”

“Uh-huh.”

The ground sloped sharply, and we picked our way over roots and fallen branches. My legs ached, my back ached, even my eyelids felt heavy.

“Maybe we should turn back,” I said finally. “Fix the van instead.”

“With what? Duct tape and optimism?”

“Better than wandering till nightfall.”

He sighed, looking around. “Fine. Five more minutes. If we don’t see anything by then, we’ll go back.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

We trudged on in silence. That was when I noticed the smell — faint but distinct, something wet and metallic.

“Do you smell that?”

Jake sniffed. “Stream, maybe.”

We pushed through a tangle of ferns and stumbled out onto a narrow creek. The water ran clear over smooth stones, cold enough to make my fingers ache when I dipped them in.

“Finally,” Jake said, cupping water into his mouth. “See? Nature provides.”

“Or lures you in before it eats you.”

He grinned. “You really gotta work on your optimism.”

We rested for a few minutes. The sound of running water was almost soothing. My shoulders relaxed.

Then, faintly — so faintly I thought I imagined it — came the sound of music.

It wasn’t loud. More like a whisper carried on the wind — a pattern of notes that rose and fell in a rhythm too deliberate to be random.

Jake lifted his head. “You hear that?”

“Yeah,” I said quietly.

“It’s music.”

“Or someone’s ringtone.”

He stood up, squinting into the trees. “Could be a house nearby. Or a camp.”

“Or a trap.”

He gave me a look. “Seriously? You think banjo bandits are waiting for us out here?”

“I’m saying it’s weird.”

He smiled. “Weird means people. People means help.”

Before I could stop him, he was already climbing the bank toward the sound.

“Jake!” I hissed.

“Relax, Alex. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“I have a list!”

But he didn’t slow down. I stuffed my phone in my pocket and followed, muttering under my breath.

The forest seemed to shift as we moved — denser here, the light flickering in gold and green. The music grew clearer: soft, almost human.

After ten minutes, we saw it — a glow through the trees. Firelight.

Jake turned, grinning. “Told you.”

“Great, I hope” I said.

We stepped into a clearing.

A small campfire burned at its center, flames licking at a circle of stones. And sitting beside it, cross-legged and calm as if she’d been expecting us, was a girl.
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