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​Chapter 1: The Graduation and Departure
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​Graduation Day and Farewells

The  college campus is buzzing on graduation day. Sunlight floods the quad, where students in caps and gowns take pictures, laugh, and share tearful goodbyes. Chuck, Mackenzie, James, and Harry stand together, each wearing a smile that wavers between happiness and nostalgia. They’ve been friends for years, and this day feels both like an ending and a beginning. Chuck adjusts his cap, glancing over at the others.

“This is it, guys. Last time we’re together like this,” he says, trying to keep it light, though his voice is a bit strained.

Mackenzie nudges him with a grin. “Don’t go getting all sentimental, Chuck. We’ve still got a whole week at the cabin.”

James, always the jokester, rolls his eyes. “A week without Wi-Fi. Man, what did I sign up for?”

Harriette, or Harry as they all call her, raises her arms. “A week in the Rockies is exactly what we need—no texts, no calls, just us and the mountains!”

As they joke around, Chuck can’t help but feel a little tug of nostalgia. He hasn’t been to his grandfather’s cabin in years—not since those summer trips spent fishing and telling stories around the fire. He remembers his grandfather’s friend Bob, an old, rugged mountain man who lived nearby, always appearing out of nowhere to help them with their lines or share strange tales of the wilderness. Chuck shakes off the memory, realizing he’s zoning out.

“Alright, let’s hit the road before I change my mind,” he says, slinging his backpack over his shoulder.



​The Road Trip

The four friends pile into Chuck’s old SUV, Barry the Jack Russell Terrier barking excitedly from the front seat as if he already knows they’re off on an adventure. The sun is starting to set as they drive, casting long shadows across the road. They laugh, sing along to music, and talk about their future plans.

After a few hours, the winding road becomes narrower, taking them deep into the forest. The trees grow denser, their branches reaching out like skeletal fingers over the road.

Chuck clears his throat, feeling the need to break the silence. “So...anyone wanna hear some stories about the cabin?”

James groans, but Mackenzie gives him a teasing nudge. “Come on, let’s hear it! I’m ready for some scary campfire tales.”

Chuck smiles, a bit uneasy himself, and begins. “Well, my grandad and I used to come up here every summer to fish. And, uh, there was this old guy named Bob, who lived by himself a few miles up the river. He’d just...show up sometimes, out of nowhere. He was full of strange stories.”

“Like what?” Harry asks, leaning forward with genuine interest.

Chuck hesitates. “Just stuff about the woods...how they’re not always what they seem. He said that sometimes, people would wander in and come back out...different. Or not come back at all.” Chuck forces a laugh. “But I think he just liked to mess with me.”

A silence falls over the group, and they can’t shake a feeling of something unsaid hanging in the air. Barry, sensing the mood, lets out a low whine, looking out the window as if he’s noticed something beyond the glass.

“Creepy,” Mackenzie whispers, only half-joking. The cabin feels miles away now, isolated in every sense.



​Arriving at the Cabin

As night falls, the SUV finally pulls up to the cabin. It’s a small, rustic place with wooden walls and a porch that creaks in the wind. The trees around it are so tall that they blot out most of the sky, leaving only a few stars visible.

The friends unload their bags, stretching and looking around. Barry darts out, sniffing the ground and giving a low growl before relaxing, as if giving his seal of approval.

Chuck unlocks the cabin door, and they step inside. It’s musty and filled with the smell of old wood and smoke from the fireplace that hasn’t been used in years. Dust floats in the dim light as they flick on their flashlights.

“Home sweet home,” Chuck says, but his voice is a little hollow. Something about the place feels different—more isolated, almost like they’re the only people left in the world.

James shivers dramatically. “Man, this place is giving me major horror movie vibes.”

Mackenzie snorts. “Says the guy who’s scared of his own shadow.”

“Hey, shadows are freaky, alright?” James replies, his tone more serious than expected. Everyone laughs, brushing off the lingering discomfort, and starts setting up their sleeping bags and supplies.



​First Night at the Fire

After unpacking, they decide to start a fire outside the cabin, gathering in a circle around the flames. The fire crackles and casts flickering shadows across the trees, adding to the sense of solitude and strangeness.

They talk, laugh, and reminisce about their college days, sharing secrets and dreams. As they’re about to turn in, the conversation drifts to campfire tales, and James can’t resist one last shot at Chuck’s earlier story.

“So, Chuck, are there any creatures we need to watch out for here? Bears? Wolves?” he teases, but there’s an edge to his voice.

Chuck shrugs. “Could be anything. This place is wild. But if you hear Bob’s stories, he’d say there’s a lot more than just animals in these woods.”

“Like what?” Harry asks, looking around at the dense, dark trees.

Chuck pauses, thinking back to one story Bob told him—a story he hasn’t thought about in years. “He used to talk about...shadow creatures. Things that move in the dark, things you don’t see until they’re right in front of you.”

The group falls silent, the only sound the crackling fire. Even Barry seems to be listening, his ears perked.

Before anyone can say more, a sharp, piercing scream shatters the stillness. It’s high-pitched, desperate, like the sound of an animal in pain. The scream echoes through the trees, then fades, leaving an oppressive silence.

Everyone freezes, staring at each other with wide eyes. Barry starts barking frantically, his body tense and on high alert.

“What the hell was that?” Mackenzie whispers, her voice barely audible.

Chuck looks toward the forest, his heart pounding. “Probably just a fox or something. They make weird sounds at night.”

But no one believes him—not even Chuck. They quietly decide to go inside, barricading the door and leaving the fire burning outside as a faint, comforting light against the darkness.

As they settle into their sleeping bags, no one feels entirely safe. The cabin creaks with every gust of wind, and shadows play along the walls, making shapes that seem to move and shift. The sound of the forest outside feels closer than ever, as if something is watching, waiting for the fire to die down.

The night stretches on, long and sleepless. Chuck lies awake, listening, wondering if maybe—just maybe—Bob’s stories were more than just tales. The last thing he sees before he drifts off is Barry lying by his side, eyes open, still watching the shadows.
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“a reminder that, in the shadows, something ancient
and deadly still waits, unseen and hungry”
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