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​Prologue:
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The woods swallowed every sound except her breathing—ragged, wet, desperate. Night pressed in closer with every step, branches slapping at her face, roots grabbing at her ankles like hands from an open grave. The girl ran, lungs burning, tasting blood at the back of her throat. 

Somewhere behind her, something moved—silent, patient, relentless.

No footsteps. Just the shiver of pines and the sense of being watched, hunted. She risked a scream but it died, strangled by the hush of a forest that had seen too much. An arrow split the dark, thunking into a tree trunk inches from her face. She recoiled, tripped, slammed shoulder-first into the mud. Too slow. Too loud.

Another arrow hissed past, close enough to cut the air by her ear. Panic clawed at her chest. She staggered up, legs shaking, and ran harder, the world narrowing to the thin hope of moonlight up ahead.

She broke through a thicket—and agony exploded in her leg. Steel teeth bit to the bone, tearing flesh, shredding hope. She howled, fell hard. The trap held fast, blood pooling black around her foot.

She looked up, wild-eyed, searching for help that would never come. The woods seemed to breathe, shadows thickening, folding in. Something shifted between the trees—a shape just outside the reach of moonlight, tall and wrong, all edges and silence. Breath caught in her throat.

Then the shape moved. No face, no name. Just a mass that rose up out of the dark, long blade glinting in a hand big as a shovel. The girl tried to crawl, sobbing, nails digging into the dirt. The blade swung up—high, high overhead, blocking the moon.

And then—

Black.
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​Chapter 1:
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The door to the cramped, cinder-block bathroom was closed. The sounds of the dorm room bled right through the wood: the synthetic, high-pitched giggle of Isabel, the low rumble of Trevor’s voice and the rhythmic squeak of the cheap mattress.

​Inside, the shower was running full blast. The room was a suffocating box of steam.

​Rhea wasn't in the water. She was sitting on the closed toilet lid, her knees pulled to her chest, buried under a frayed towel. The steam was pointless; it didn't hide the noise.

​Through the door, Isabel moaned—a sound that felt performative, loud, and jarring.

​Rhea squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her forehead into her knees. The noise outside twisted in her brain, morphing into a different memory. The beat of the shower became the thumping bass of the frat house speakers.

​“You can’t live in a book, Mei,” Rhea had said, tugging at the hem of her sister’s dress. “Put on the eyeliner. Please. Just try.”

​She remembered Mei standing in the hallway, looking small and terrified in clothes that Rhea had picked out. Mei didn't want to go. She never wanted to go.

​Another squeak from the bed frame next door. A sharp intake of breath from Isabel.

​Rhea’s hands clamped over her ears, but the memory was louder. She saw the party. She saw herself shoving a red solo cup into Mei’s hand.

​“It’s just punch,” Rhea had lied. “Don’t stand in the corner. You look like a freak. Go talk to them.”

​She remembered the look in Mei’s eyes—panic, pure and wide—as Rhea steered her toward a group of guys near the keg. The guys were loud. Their eyes were predatory. But Rhea hadn't seen a threat; she had seen a social opportunity. She had seen a chance for Mei to finally be "normal."

​“Loosen up,” Rhea had whispered, pushing Mei forward. “I’ll be right back. Five minutes.”

​The lie tasted like bile in her throat now.

​She hadn't come back in five minutes. She had seen Marcus across the room. She had gotten distracted by the music, the lights, the thrill of her own life. She had left Mei standing there, holding a cup she didn't want, surrounded by wolves.

​In the bathroom, Rhea’s breath started to hitch. Short, shallow gasps. She rocked back and forth on the toilet lid.

​The memory of the phone call—the one that came three hours later—hit her like a physical blow.

​“Rhea?” Mei’s voice had been slurred, trembling. “Rhea, I don’t... I don’t feel right. Where are you?”

​Rhea remembered where she was: sitting on a curb with Marcus, laughing, high on the night air. She had rolled her eyes at the phone.

​“You’re fine, Mei,” she had snapped, impatient. “You’re just drunk. Stop being dramatic and take an Uber. I’m busy.”

​She had hung up.

​I’m busy.

​Rhea sobbed, a single, violent convulsion that made her ribs ache. The sound was lost in the roar of the water. She had hung up on her sister, and Mei had gone back into the party, confused and alone, and she had taken something else, or someone had given her something else.

​Outside, the bedsprings gave one final, loud protest, followed by silence. Then, the sound of Isabel laughing—bright, breathless, alive.

​Rhea uncurled her hands. Her fingernails had cut half-moon crescents into her palms. The steam was starting to cool, turning the room clammy. She sat there, shivering in the damp heat, waiting for the courage to stand up, or for the world to end. Whichever came first.

Just two weeks ago Rhea had been out to coffee with her friends. The coffee shop smelled of burnt sugar and damp coats. Marcus had his arm draped over the back of Rhea’s chair, his thumb rhythmically rubbing the tension out of her neck. It was a grounding weight, but Rhea could barely feel it.

​"You’re doing it again," Marcus murmured, leaning in close so only she could hear over the grinder.

​Rhea blinked, snapping out of her daze. "Doing what?"

​"Disappearing." He squeezed her shoulder gently. "You okay?"

​"Yeah." Rhea forced a smile, stirring her lukewarm latte just to have something to look at. "Just... the trip. Logistics."

​Across the table, Isabel held her phone up, squinting at the screen. "Okay, lighting is trash in here, but look at this. I sent the link to the group chat. If we hike the north ridge, the sunrise view is going to be insane."

​"Does the north ridge have LTE?" Trevor didn’t look up from his own phone, his thumb scrolling rapidly. "Because if I miss the playoffs for a sunrise, I’m going to be a nightmare to live with."

​"You're already a nightmare," Paige muttered, typing furiously on her laptop. She didn't look up. "And forget the signal. worry about the wildlife. I'm buying two more cans of bear spray. I read a report about a sow and cubs near that trail."

​"Actually, that region is more known for its flora than its fauna," Dawson chimed in, leaning over his book. "We’re going to be walking through four-hundred-year-old white pines. Who cares about basketball when you’re looking at a tree that is literally older than this Country?"

​"Me," Trevor said. "I care."

​Rhea let their bickering wash over her. It felt distant, like listening to a radio in another room. Her mind was drifting again—drifting to Mei. The silence between them lately felt heavier than usual. I should call her, she thought. Not now, but tonight.

​Her phone buzzed on the table, rattling against the wood.

​The number was unfamiliar. A local area code, but not a contact. A cold prickle walked down her spine.

​"I have to take this," she said, standing up too quickly. Her chair scraped loudly against the floor.

​She stepped out onto the sidewalk. The city noise—traffic, wind, voices—hit her all at once, but as she slid her thumb to answer, everything seemed to mute.

​"Hello?"

​"Is this Rhea Chen?" The voice was female, professional, and tight.

​"Yes."

​"Ms. Chen, my name is Dr. Evans. I’m calling from the Emergency Department at Beth Israel."

​Rhea stopped walking. She stared at a crack in the pavement. "Is it Mei? Is she okay?"

​There was a pause. A terrible, heavy pause that lasted a fraction of a second but told her everything.

​"We received your sister shortly ago," the doctor said, her voice softening. "She was found unresponsive in her dorm. We did everything we could, Ms. Chen, but I’m so sorry. Mei has passed away."

​The phone didn't fall; Rhea gripped it so hard her knuckles turned white. The air left her lungs. She didn't scream. She simply forgot how to stand.

​The sidewalk tilted. As her knees gave way, she felt strong hands grab her before she hit the concrete. Marcus was there, shouting something she couldn't hear, holding her together as she fell apart.

“Rhea! What is it? What’s wrong?” His voice had been a distant echo, drowned out by the roaring in her ears.

The silence was the first thing Rhea noticed. Not the soft quiet of an empty room, but the heavy, ringing absence of noise that follows a roar.

​The cramped bathroom was a thick, humid box. Condensation wept down the mirror. Rhea sat on the closed toilet lid, knees drawn to her chest, her T-shirt damp and clinging to her skin. She stared at the grout lines on the floor, but she was seeing Mei. Mei’s quiet smile. Mei holding a book like a shield.

​She didn't hear the door open. She just felt the air pressure shift.

​Marcus was there. He didn't hover in the doorway; he filled the space, slipping inside and closing the door softly behind him to seal them in. He reached past her, twisting the faucet with a firm hand until the rushing water died, leaving a sudden, heavy silence in the steam. Then, bypassing the small talk, he sank into a crouch, his combat boots squeaking faintly on the tile. He was eye-level with her now.

​His hands settled on her knees—heavy, grounding, warm.

​

"You’ve been in here a while, Ree," he said. His voice was low, pitching under the hum of the ventilation fan.

​Rhea didn't look up. She picked at a loose thread on her shorts. "I did it."

​"Ree—"

​"I pushed her," she whispered. The words felt like jagged glass in her throat. "She was happy, Marcus. She was happy just reading in her room. But I told her to go out. I told her she had to 'fit in.' I made her feel like being herself wasn't enough."

​She finally looked at him. Her face was raw, blotchy from the heat and the crying.

​"I raised her. When Mom and Dad died, I signed every paper. I was supposed to be her guardian." Her voice cracked, fracturing into a sob she choked back down. "I killed her by trying to make her someone she wasn't."

​

Marcus didn't offer a platitude. He didn't say it wasn't your fault, because he knew logic doesn't work on grief. He just held her gaze, his thumbs rubbing slow, rhythmic circles on her knees.

​"You don't have to do this trip," he said quietly. "The Wilderness isn't going anywhere. We can stay here. I'll tell the others to go without us."

​

Rhea shook her head, a jerky, desperate motion. The thought of staying—of sitting in this silent room where Mei’s ghost lingered in every corner—made her chest tighten.

​"I have to go," she said. She needed the pain of the hike. She needed the exhaustion to drown out the noise in her head. "I need... I need to function. If I stay here, I’ll rot."

​

Marcus studied her. He had seen that look before—on men who needed a mission to keep from falling apart. He knew she wasn't looking for a vacation; she was looking for a deployment.

​"Okay," he said. It was final. He squeezed her knees, his grip tightening. "We go. But we go by my rules."

​"Rules?"

​"You don't wander off," he said, his voice shifting into command mode. "You stay visual. You feel overwhelmed, you signal me. We watch each other’s six. You tracking?"

​

Rhea nodded, the movement stiff. "Got it."

​"Good." Marcus stood up in one fluid motion, towering over her again. The tenderness was gone, replaced by efficiency. "Get changed. Dry clothes. We roll out in fifteen minutes. Bigfoot is loaded."

​Rhea wiped her face with the back of her hand. "Bigfoot?"

​

Marcus paused at the door, a faint, dry smirk touching his lips. "Yeah. Bigfoot. You’ll see."

​

He slipped out, the latch clicking shut.

​Rhea sat for another minute, letting the steam dissipate. The panic attack had receded, replaced by a cold, dull ache. She stood up, peeling the damp clothes off her skin. She dressed quickly—hiking leggings, a wicking shirt. It felt like putting on a uniform.

​

When she opened the bathroom door, the dorm room was starkly empty. The chaos of packing was gone. The floor was swept.

​By the door, her backpack sat waiting—straps tightened, pockets zipped. Marcus had packed for her. She shouldered the weight, took a breath that didn't quite fill her lungs, and walked out to face the sun.

-
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​As Rhea stepped out of the cool, concrete stairwell the sunlight slapped her in the face. It wasn't just the light; it was the noise. The concentrated, vibrating energy of the group hit her harder than the city traffic.

​She adjusted her straps, feeling the density of her pack. It was heavy, but it felt like armor.

​Her eyes went straight to the van. A white Honda Odyssey—a vehicle designed for soccer practice and grocery runs, now stuffed to the roof with tactical gear and coolers.

​Marcus stood by the trunk, arms crossed, surveying the Tetris game of luggage.

​"You’ll see," he’d told her.

Trevor was crouched by the rear tire, the crimson wool of his Boston University Varsity jacket bunching at the shoulders as he worked. His tongue poked from the corner of his mouth in concentration. He smoothed a vinyl sticker against the fender with a squeegee, then leaned back, wiping his hands on his shorts.

​"Beauty," Trevor said. He tapped the sticker—a jagged, black silhouette of a roaring ape. "That adds ten horsepower! Minimum! No one cuts off Bigfoot!"

​"Oh, they are definitely going to cut off Bigfoot," Isabel said. She was already recording, the phone held high at a flattering angle. "I’m calling it now. First speeding ticket, we blame the cryptid."

​She didn't cut the camera as Rhea approached. She just pivoted, swinging the lens toward her.

​"And the crew is all here! Guys, look at this packing job. Link in the bio for the full gear list if you want to survive the 100-Mile Wilderness." Isabel zoomed in on Rhea’s face. "And here’s Rhea! We are getting her some serious fresh air. Healing era starts now. Give us a smile, babe!"

​Rhea managed a tight grimace and a thumbs-up. "Can't wait," she lied.

​Near the sliding door, Paige was vibrating with stress. She had a clipboard in one hand and was aggressively clicking a pen with the other. Dawson stood next to her, holding a field guide like a shield.

​"I have three cans of bug spray checked," Paige muttered, scanning the paper. "But I don’t see the iodine tablets. If the pump breaks and we don't have iodine, we get giardia. Do you know what giardia does, Dawson? You dissolve. From the inside."

​"The tablets are in the first aid kit," Dawson said, his voice level. He pointed to a red pouch wedged next to a cooler. "I watched you put them there. We’re fine. We have everything."

​"We have everything?" Paige looked up, eyes wide. "We’re going into a dead zone, Dawson. This isn't a state park. If we forget something, Amazon doesn't deliver to a bear den."

​"Paige, if you check that list one more damn time, I’m leaving you in the parking lot," Trevor said, slamming the passenger door. "I’m at 12% battery and I need to download the game highlights before we lose signal. Let’s roll!"

​Marcus stepped forward. He didn't say a word. He simply took the heavy pack from Rhea’s shoulders, swung it into a gap in the trunk that only he had seen, and slammed the hatch.

​He looked at her. It was a quick scan—checking her eyes, her posture, her breathing. He gave her a microscopic nod. I've got you.

​Rhea let out a breath she didn't know she was holding.

​Suddenly, a shriek pierced the air—so high and sharp that Rhea flinched, her hands flying up defensively.

​Isabel had dropped her phone. She was clutching her face, hyperventilating.

​"Oh my God," she wheezed. "Oh my God, you guys!"

​"What?" Trevor hopped out of the van. "Did you break it?"

​"I hit the milli," Isabel whispered, looking up with wet, manic eyes. Then she screamed it. "I hit the milli! I’m in the million club! The video of the packing hacks went viral!"

​Trevor let out a whoop, scooping Isabel up in a spin. "Let's go! That’s huge!"

​Paige’s jaw dropped, and even Dawson clapped, looking bewildered but happy. As they swarmed Isabel, cheering and laughing, the noise washed over Rhea. She stood just outside the circle, watching their joy, feeling colder than she had in the stairwell.

-
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​Bigfoot didn't roar to life; it wheezed. The engine sounded like a chain-smoker running a marathon, strained and raspy.

​As they merged onto I-95, the Boston skyline dissolved into the gray blur of the highway. Inside the van, the air was already stale, smelling of corn chips and body spray.

​Isabel had her phone suction-cupped to the window.

​"And just like that, we are officially off the grid!" Isabel shouted at the live stream. "We are trading the concrete jungle for the actual jungle. Smash that like button if you think I’m going to get eaten by a bear first!"

​"Celtics are up by twelve!" Trevor yelled over her, slapping the dashboard. He was glued to his phone in the passenger seat. "Tatum is absolutely cooking them. Marcus, you seeing this box score?"

​"I’m seeing the road, Trev," Marcus said, his hands at ten and two. "Check the blind spot, not the stats."

​In the back row, Rhea rested her forehead against the cool glass. The vibration of the car buzzed against her skull. She wasn't watching the scenery; she was timing herself. Every time Isabel laughed, Rhea counted to one, then forced the corners of her mouth up.

​Smile. Nod. Make a sound.

​"Oh, look at that cloud!" Rhea said, pointing at a shapeless gray mass. Her voice sounded thin, tinny.

​"Totally looks like a skull," Dawson said from beside her, adjusting his glasses. "Or a cumulonimbus incus. Which implies a storm front."

​"Great vibes, Dawson," Isabel chirped. "Love the ominous weather update."

​Paige, sitting in the middle row, didn't look up. Her thumbs were a blur on her screen. "Waze is showing red near Portland. If we don't clear the turnpike by three, we lose our buffer. Marcus, can this thing go faster than sixty-five?"

​"If I push it past sixty-five, the transmission falls out," Marcus replied flatly.

​Hour by hour, the highway thinned. The four lanes became two, then one. The strip malls and gas stations faded into endless walls of pine and birch. The trees grew taller, pressing in on the road like a tunnel.

​"Ugh, disaster," Isabel groaned, staring at her phone. "I’m down to 3G. Okay guys, signing off the live! If I disappear, assume Bigfoot kidnapped me. Bye!"

​She blew a kiss to the lens and killed the stream. The moment the camera was off, the performative energy shifted. She unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned forward, practically climbing over the center console to drape her arms around Trevor’s neck.

​She kissed him—loudly, sloppily—right next to Marcus’s ear.

​"Hey!" Paige snapped, elbowing Isabel’s leg. "Personal space! I am literally looking at a crash report right now, I don't need to see that."

​"We’re passing the Pownalborough Courthouse," Dawson said, trying to shout over the smooching sounds. "It’s a landmark of pre-revolutionary justice! Can we have some decorum?"

​Marcus’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. His knuckles were white on the wheel. "Isabel, sit down. I respect the million followers, but I can't see the mirror. And Trevor, keep your hands where I can see them."

​Rhea watched Dawson’s horrified face as he tried to look anywhere but the front seat.

​"Don't worry, Dawson," Rhea said. The words came out before she checked them. "That courthouse has seen worse litigation than this relationship."

​It was dry, dark, and unexpected. Marcus let out a sharp bark of laughter. Even Trevor snorted, pushing Isabel back into her seat.

​"Okay, okay," Trevor grinned. "Point to Rhea."

​The laughter died down as the miles dragged on. The towns vanished completely. There were no more houses, just trees—miles of dense, tangled forestry that swallowed the light. The van grew quiet, filled only with the rhythmic thrum-thrum-thrum of the tires.

​Rhea let the mask slip. Her face went slack, the exhaustion hitting her all at once. Marcus glanced in the rearview mirror. He caught her eye—just for a second. He gave her a microscopic nod. You’re doing good.

​Then, the van coughed.

​It wasn't a noise; it was a convulsion. The entire chassis shuddered.

​"What was that?" Paige’s head snapped up.

​Bigfoot didn't answer. It gave a high-pitched, metallic shriek, like a blender chewing on a spoon. The steering wheel jerked in Marcus’s hands.

​"Don't do this," Marcus muttered, feathering the gas.

​The engine responded with a sickening clunk-hiss, and then... nothing. The power steering died instantly. The dashboard went dark.

​"Hold on," Marcus warned. He muscled the heavy, dead vehicle toward the gravel shoulder. The tires crunched loudly as they rolled to a stop.

​Silence.

​It was absolute. No engine hum. No radio. Just the ticking of cooling metal and the sudden, overwhelming hiss of steam erupting from under the hood. The smell of burnt oil and sweet, chemical coolant flooded the cabin.

​Outside, the woods were a wall of black and green, looming over them.

​Isabel lowered her phone. "Trevor," she whispered, her voice devoid of its usual sparkle. "You cursed us with that sticker."

​Trevor stared at the black dashboard. He slammed his open palm against the glove box so hard it flew open, spilling its contents into his lap.

​"You have got to be kidding me," he spat. "We aren't even at the trailhead yet!"

​Marcus unbuckled his seatbelt. "Everyone stay inside." He opened the driver’s door, the sound of the wind in the trees rushed in—loud, lonely, and wild.

​
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​Chapter 2:
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The air tasted of burnt oil and hot metal. The silence of the woods was broken only by the aggressive thwack of Trevor’s sneaker hitting the front bumper.

​"Piece of shit!" Trevor yelled. He kicked the tire next, hard enough to shake the frame. "This is some bullshit! I’m disputing the charge. I’m disputing the whole damn week!"

​Marcus ignored him. He was leaned far into the engine bay, waving away the acrid smoke with one hand while he prodded a hose with a screwdriver. He straightened up, wiping black grease onto his jeans.

​"Head gasket," Marcus said, his voice flat. "Block is cracked. She’s cooked, Trev."

​"Fixable?" Trevor demanded, though he knew the answer.

​"Not with a wrench. Maybe with a tow truck and a new engine." Marcus slammed the hood shut. The sound echoed like a gunshot in the quiet trees. "It’s dead."

​Paige let out a sound that was half-gasp, half-sob. She was pacing in a tight circle, holding her phone up to the sky like she was trying to catch rain.

​"No bars," she said, her voice climbing an octave. "I have zero bars. Forty miles from the last town and I have no service." She spun toward Marcus. "The permit window closes at six, Marcus! If we don't check in at the ranger station, they cancel the reservation. We are going to lose the campsite!"

​Rhea stood near the guardrail, watching Paige spin. She felt strangely calm. The panic of her friends felt distant, like watching actors on a stage. It was a relief, actually. Dealing with a dead engine was easier than dealing with the dead silence in her head. She didn't smile; she just stood there, grounded, while everyone else floated away.

​"Okay, update!" Isabel’s voice cut through the tension. She was holding her phone out, walking backward to get the smoking van in the frame. "So, Bigfoot is officially deceased. We are stranded. Like, actually stranded. If anyone is watching this later... send help? Or snacks?" She faltered, lowering the phone slightly, her eyes darting to the dense treeline. "Seriously, guys. What do we do?"

​"Panic isn't a plan, Paige," Marcus said, his voice dropping into that command register that made people listen. "Give me your phone. Let me see the cached map."

​"It won't load the terrain," Paige snapped, but she handed it over. "It just shows the highway. We’re in a gray zone."

​"Wait." Dawson was sitting on his backpack, wrestling with a massive, crinkled sheet of paper. The wind whipped the corners as he smoothed it out against his knee. "I have the USGS survey from 1978. Look at this."

​

He pointed to a faint, dotted line spider-webbing off the main road.

​"There’s a settlement," Dawson said, adjusting his glasses. "About five miles back, down a logging track. It’s marked 'Blackwoods Creek.'"

​Marcus crouched beside him, tracing the line with a grease-stained finger. "Blackwoods Creek. Why isn't it on the GPS?"

​"Decommissioned, probably. Or just too small to matter to Google," Dawson said. "But a settlement means a landline. Or at least a structure."

​

Marcus stood up, looking from Dawson's map to the endless stretch of asphalt behind them.

​"Forty miles back to the last gas station," Marcus calculated. "Or five miles to Blackwoods Creek." He looked at Trevor. "We go. We're the fastest. We hike in, find a phone, call a tow."

​"I'm in," Trevor said immediately. He looked relieved to have a physical task. "Beats standing here waiting for the bears."

​"I'm staying," Dawson said, folding the map carefully. "I'll watch the gear. And honestly, someone needs to keep Paige from hyperventilating."

​Marcus looked at Rhea. She was leaning against the van, her arms crossed, watching him. She looked tired, but she wasn't shaking like Paige.

​"You okay holding down the fort?" Marcus asked her quietly.

​"I'm fine," Rhea said. And she meant it. "I'm the anchor, remember?"

​Marcus held her gaze for a second too long. He didn't like leaving her, not in this headspace, but he didn't have a choice.

​"Okay," he addressed the group. "Dawson, Paige, keep the doors locked if it gets dark. Rhea, keep eyes on them." He glanced at Isabel, who was filming him. "And Isabel... keep doing whatever that is. Just save your battery."

​"Got it, Sarge," Isabel saluted, though her smile didn't quite reach her eyes. "Content is survival."

​"Let's move," Marcus said to Trevor.

​The two men grabbed water bottles and disappeared down the overgrown logging track. The silence rushed back in to fill the space they left behind, heavier than before. Heading toward the faint dirt track, committed to the long, uncertain walk to Blackwoods Creek.

-
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The moment the boys disappeared around the bend, the silence dropped like a guillotine. The woods didn't feel empty; they felt heavy.

​Isabel, however, was immune to the atmosphere. She pivoted on her heel, phone held high.

​"Okay, Vlog Fam! That was a high-stakes extraction. The boys are on a mission to save Bigfoot—the van, not the monster—and we are holding down the fort. Things are getting real spooky out here in... wherever we are!"

​She whipped the camera toward Paige. 

"Paige, looking stressed! Give us the tactical update. How are we surviving?"

​Paige didn't look up. She was ripping open Velcro pouches in her first-aid kit, her hands shaking. "They’ve been gone four minutes. Marcus walks at a twelve-minute mile pace. If they don't find a signal in twenty minutes, we lose the sun. I don't have the thermal blankets unpacked. I don't know the overnight low."

​"Love the intensity!" Isabel beamed. "Pure survival mode." She panned to Dawson, who was placing rocks on the corners of his massive paper map. "And Dawson, our cartographer. Are we doomed?"

​

Dawson looked up, pleased to be useful. 

"Actually, this area is fascinating. Based on the slope, there’s a creek bed nearby. We have water, we have shelter. Statistically, we’re fine for at least twenty-four hours."

​Isabel turned the lens on Rhea. "And Rhea. You’re being very mysterious. Vibe check: How are we feeling about being stranded in the middle of nowhere?"

​

Rhea stared at the black lens. She tried to summon the mask, but it felt heavy, like wet clay.

​"My vibe check?" Rhea said, her voice flat. "I think we’re about to find out why this isn't a paid partnership."

​

Isabel laughed—a bright, jarring sound—and cut the feed. "Cute. Dark, but cute."

​The second the camera lowered, the energy vanished. Rhea felt the air stagnate.

​"I have to pee," Rhea said abruptly.

​

Paige looked up, horrified. "Rhea, we are on a public highway. Hold it."

​"I can't just hold it."

​"Just go behind the van then," Paige hissed. "No one is coming. This road is dead."

​"I can't go on the pavement, Paige." The idea of squatting on the hot asphalt, exposed, made her skin crawl.

​"Go in the tree line," Isabel said, pointing down the embankment. "Just duck in like ten feet. It’s super dense. Total privacy."

​Rhea nodded. She needed the privacy. She needed to not see their faces for thirty seconds.

​She slid down the gravel embankment, her boots crunching loudly, and stepped into the trees.

​Instant sanctuary.

​The sunlight filtered through the canopy in soft, dappled shifts. It was loud in here, but good loud—birds calling, squirrels chattering, the wind rusting the high pines. It felt alive. It felt safe.

​Rhea walked three paces in, found a thick patch of ferns, and squatted. She closed her eyes, finally letting her shoulders drop. Just breathe, she told herself. Marcus will be back.

​

Then, someone hit the mute button.

​It wasn't a gradual fade. It was instant. The birds stopped mid-chirp. The wind died. The rustling ceased.

​

Rhea froze.

​

The silence wasn't empty; it was pressurized. It pressed against her eardrums. The hair on her arms stood up—not from cold, but from a sudden, electric charge of static fear.

​It’s just the wind, she thought. It’s just—

​

CRACK.

​It was close. Maybe twenty feet away. The sound of a heavy branch snapping under a heavy foot. A foot that wasn't trying to be quiet.

​Rhea didn't breathe. She didn't move. She stared into the dense wall of green and shadow.

​Nothing moved. But the sensation of being watched was violent. It felt like a physical weight on her skin, a gaze so intense it burned.

​Rhea scrambled up. Panic, hot and white, flooded her system. She fumbled with her leggings, yanking them up with trembling hands, tripping over a root as she backed away.

​"No," she whispered.

​She turned and scrambled up the embankment, her boots slipping on the loose gravel. She hit the asphalt hard, stumbling toward the van.

​"Something is out there!"

​The scream tore out of her throat, raw and ugly.

​Isabel had her phone up instantly. "Oh my god! Rhea!" She panned the camera from Rhea’s terrified face to the woods. "Did you see it? Did you see a bear?"

​"Rhea!" Paige rushed forward, grabbing Rhea’s arm. "Don't run! If it's a predator, running triggers the chase instinct! Stand your ground!"

​"I don't see anything," Dawson said, standing by the guardrail, squinting into the shadows. "Rhea, it was probably a deer. The acoustics in there can be deceptive."

​Rhea shook her head violently. She pulled away from Paige, backing up until her back hit the metal of the van. She was hyperventilating, her eyes wide and wet.

​"It wasn't a deer," she choked out. She pointed a shaking finger at the tree line. 

The woods were silent. Still.

​"The birds stopped," Rhea whispered. "Everything stopped. It was watching me."

​"Okay, okay, you're in shock," Paige said, reaching for her.

​

"It's not an animal," Rhea said, her voice dropping to a terrified certainty. She looked at Marcus’s empty seat, then back at the dark trees. "It’s not an animal! It's still there! Whatever it was, it's watching us!”

Her panic was absolute. In that moment, looking into the ancient, unmoving shadows, she felt that the oppressive darkness was not just a collection of trees, but a cold, vast presence. It wasn't hungry; it was merely unforgiving, and the silence felt like the enormous, slow breath of something that wanted them gone.

-
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The cracked road was still, heavy with heat and the quiet isolation of remote Maine. Marcus and Trevor had been walking for nearly forty-five minutes. Trevor was reaching his limit, but he was still prioritizing his monologue.

​"Dude, her ass is a masterpiece," Trevor announced. He had already peeled off his jacket, unable to take the heat anymore, and bundled the heavy crimson wool in one hand while wiping sweat from his brow with the other. "She knows how to work a camera, sure, but she knows her angles. I mean, the lift she gets in those yoga shorts? Pure gold, man. She knows what she’s selling. It’s amazing."

​Trevor pulled out his phone, swiping through the gallery with a smug grin. "Here, check this out. She sent these the other night. Pure perfection."

​He held the phone out. Marcus barely glanced at the screen, his focus sharp and fixed on the asphalt ahead.

​"Put that away, Trevor," Marcus said, his voice tight.

​Trevor shrugged, tucking the phone away. "Suit yourself. Missing out, man."

​He leaned in closer, his voice dropping. "You know, when we go at it, she’s got this way of moving, all seductive. Her hips sway, her chest bounces. It’s enough to make a man lose his mind. She's got that perfect brown skin. Makes you want to—"

​"Jesus, dude, that’s your girlfriend," Marcus cut in, disbelief hardening his tone. "Could you try to be respectful?"

​Trevor chuckled, defensively. "Relax, man. She knows I talk about her. It’s all good. She likes it. Come on, man, tell me a bit about that tight little Asian you got—"

​Marcus stopped dead. He turned, the silence of the woods amplifying the small, terrible sound of his jaw grinding. His eyes—the Marine fire Trevor had seen once or twice before—flashed with a dangerous intensity.

​"Say another word like that about Rhea," Marcus growled, his voice a low, terrifying vibration, "and I will break your fucking jaw."

​Trevor’s eyes widened. He swallowed hard, the smirk evaporating. "Yeah, okay, man. No need to get all worked up."

​The walk resumed in a tense, weighty silence.

​Suddenly, a shuddering, deep engine rumble vibrated up through the asphalt. Marcus stopped dead again, holding out a hand. "Truck. Coming fast."

​A minute later, a hulking, rusted tow truck—its faded yellow paint blistered with corrosion—lumbered around a sharp bend. It looked like an artifact dragged out of the swamp, leaving a plume of thick, oily exhaust in its wake.

​Marcus stepped out and waved both arms high. The truck, coughing and groaning, ground to a halt fifty feet past them. A window was manually cranked down with a whine, revealing a man carved from granite and motor oil. He wore sun-bleached coveralls and had a permanent scowl beneath a faded cap.

​"You kids lost?" the man barked, his voice gravelly and hostile.

​Trevor stepped forward, puffing his chest. 

"Stranded, old man. Our car crapped out four miles back. And seriously, chill the fuck out with the attitude."

​The man's jaw tightened. He said nothing, his eyes—narrow slits—holding only contempt for Trevor's clean athletic gear.

​Marcus quickly intervened, gripping Trevor's shoulder and pulling him back slightly. "I apologize for him. I'm Marcus. We’re four miles back with a dead Honda Odyssey. Head gasket failure, I think. We need a tow and a repair."

​The driver, Gus, seemed to recognize the discipline in Marcus’s tone. He relaxed his posture slightly. "I’m Gus. Only mechanic for fifty miles." He spat a stream of dark juice onto the road. "Gasket job's gonna take a while."

​"We're on the shoulder," Marcus explained concisely. "We have friends waiting there."

​The mention of the others hit Gus like a physical blow. The hostility evaporated, replaced by a raw, immediate fear that made his eyes widen. He leaned out of the truck cab, his voice dropping to a panicked whisper.

​"You got people waiting out there?" Gus demanded. He wasn't asking a question; he was demanding confirmation of a terrible fact. "Did they stay in the van? They didn’t wander off into the woods, did they? They stayed in that car?"

​Marcus nodded, confused by the sudden alarm. "Yes. They’re waiting inside."

​"Alright, alright." Gus’s breathing hitched, labored and fast. He slammed the shifter into reverse, the truck jolting violently. "Get in! Both of you! Hop in now!"

​

He didn't wait for them to process the urgency. As Marcus and Trevor scrambled to yank open the stiff passenger door, Gus slammed the shifter into drive and put his foot to the floor. The old tow truck roared, spitting gravel and black smoke, and sped off down the road with terrifying, breakneck urgency.

-
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The tow truck was a beast of noise and momentum, its aging diesel engine groaning and coughing under the strain. Inside the cab, the dashboard vibrated a brutal rhythm, and the sharp turns sent Marcus and Trevor slamming against the hard vinyl seat.

​Marcus ignored Trevor's frantic shouting and braced himself, his knuckles white against the dash grip. His tactical focus was locked on Gus. The mechanic was rigid, his gaze nervously flicking between the cracked asphalt and the dense, dark treeline. This wasn’t just a hurried drive; it was a full-throttle escape.

​Why is he terrified? Marcus wondered. He’s a local. He drives this road every day.

Trevor, meanwhile, was hanging on and trying to shout over the racket. “Dude, this guy’s insane! He’s going to total his own junk heap! What’s the rush, man? Is there a bear chasing us?”

Gus didn't respond, just pressed harder on the gas.

​A deep, unnatural roar of the diesel engine reached the group first.

Rhea was sitting on the bumper with a jacket pulled tight around her, staring blankly at the dirt. Isabel was doing an impromptu vlog setup with Dawson near the car's trunk.

​“Is that them?” Paige shouted, scrambling up from where she was nervously trying the dead ignition key again.

​“It is!” Isabel instantly grabbed her phone, turning the camera on herself. “The cavalry has arrived! Our heroes are back, and they brought a tow truck! It’s all going to be okay, guys!”

​The rusted tow truck screeched to a sudden, violent stop twenty feet past the minivan. Gus, moving surprisingly fast for his bulk, threw open his door and bolted out, his eyes instantly scanning the edge of the forest and the dense tree line.

​Ignoring Isabel's camera and her cheerful narration, Gus strode past the front of the minivan, his eyes sweeping the shadows. He took a single, deep, shuddering breath of genuine relief, then turned to Marcus.

​“You folks alright?” Gus asked, his tone rough, but tinged with a high-pitched urgency. His gaze snapped back to Marcus. “This everyone? Nobody wandered off?”

​"That's everyone," Marcus confirmed, his eyes hardening as he tracked Gus's fear. "They stayed put."

​At that moment, Rhea broke away from the others and ran straight into Marcus’s arms, clinging to him. She was trembling violently.

​"Marcus, thank God," she choked out, burying her face into his chest. "Something was out there. When I went into the trees... it was watching me."

​Marcus held her tight, his hand pressing the back of her head, but his gaze remained fixed on the treeline Gus was staring at. "What did you see, Ree? Was it a person?"

​"I don't know!" Rhea cried, pulling back just enough to look at him, her eyes wide and wet. "The silence. It went absolutely dead. And then the crack of the branch. It felt intentional. It's still watching us."

​Gus, who had been listening intently, slapped his hands together once, hard, to cut the rising hysteria. "Alright, alright. It was probably a bear, miss. They get curious. Best to stay in groups. Nothing to worry about now." The attempt at reassurance failed; his voice was too loud, too desperate.

​Isabel, meanwhile, was filming everything. "Did you hear that, fam? Terror in the backwoods! This is pure, unadulterated content gold!"

​Gus ignored her, moving immediately to the van's engine. He gave the block a quick, professional glance.

​"Yep. Dead," Gus confirmed curtly. "Cooked the block, like you said. This thing isn't moving. You're looking at a full replacement, and that's not happening here."

​He straightened up, wiping his hands, his eyes sweeping over the group again—Rhea, Paige, Dawson, and Isabel—as if counting livestock. A dark, reluctant resolve hardened his features.
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