

Chapter 1 – 

The Road Trip of Dreams (and Regrets)

“This is it, guys! The road trip of the century!” Max declared,
throwing his arms wide as if he had just unveiled a monument to
human achievement. His very average, slightly dented hatchback sat
in front of him like a loyal, rusty steed, sun glinting off its
chipped paint.

Zara leaned against the passenger door, sunglasses perched
haphazardly on her head, and squinted at the horizon. “Max, this
car wouldn’t survive a century. Heck, I’m not even sure it’ll
survive the next five kilometers.”

Max shot her a pointed look. “It’ll survive. And if someone”—he
leaned toward Finn with a mock-serious glare—“had remembered to
check the oil like I asked, this masterpiece would be running like
a finely tuned dream machine.”

Finn flopped dramatically onto the hood, ignoring the glare.
“Excuse me for living my best life instead of babysitting your
car’s emotional needs. Besides, cars like it when you keep them
guessing. Builds character.”

Leo groaned from the back seat, flattening himself against the
interior as though mere proximity to the car endangered him. “Can
we just leave before the sun kills us all? It’s a hundred degrees
out here.”

“Hundred and two,” Tasha corrected, fanning herself with a
slightly torn map. “And if you don’t start this car soon, my snacks
are going to melt. All of them. Including the gummy bears.” She
looked genuinely distraught, as if the thought of losing gummy
bears was worse than any desert survival scenario.

Max jumped into the driver’s seat, indignation written all over
his face. “No way in the world are gummy bears dying on my
watch.”

Somehow, the car started. A puff of smoke and a protest from the
exhaust greeted them, but they all cheered anyway. Music blasted
from Max’s ancient Bluetooth speaker, static occasionally joining
the rhythm. For a glorious hour, everything was perfect.

Then, the car sputtered. Once. Twice. Then it coasted to a very
final, very depressing stop in the middle of a dusty desert
road.

Zara peered over Max’s shoulder, her eyebrows knitting together.
“Why are we stopping?”

Max’s face drained of color. “We are not stopping,” he said
firmly. “We are… pausing for dramatic effect.”

Finn leaned forward eagerly. “We’re out of petrol, aren’t
we?”

Max’s chest swelled with fake confidence. “No.” Then, after a
very dramatic pause: “Yes.”

The silence was suffocating. Tasha dramatically flopped back
against her seat. “Goodbye, gummy bears. We had a good run.”

Leo pressed his face to the window. “There’s nothing out here.
No houses. No signs. No people. We’re going to die out here.”

“Relax,” Zara said, trying to sound confident. “We’re not going
to die. Worst case, we just… walk until we find something. How hard
can it be?”

The forest seemed to close in around them as they finished their
meager breakfast. The shadows from the trees stretched unnaturally
long in the morning sun, twisting over roots and rocks as if
reaching for them. Every rustle of leaves made someone jump. Finn,
naturally, pretended he was a heroic explorer charting new
territory.

“Watch your step!” he announced dramatically. “There could be
creatures under every—” He stopped abruptly when a branch snapped
nearby. “—branch. Or a raccoon. Maybe Steve the raccoon from last
night.”

Leo muttered under his breath. “I am this close to insisting we
teleport out of here, Finn.”

“Teleporting is for video games,” Max said firmly, adjusting the
map. “We use real-life survival tactics. And real-life cars.”

“Oh yes,” Zara added, brushing back hair from her face. “Like
walking endlessly in a forest where the trees actively hate us.
Excellent tactics, Max.”

The path twisted and turned. Every time they thought they were
moving in a straight line, the forest seemed to bend around them,
forcing them in loops. Even the sun seemed confused, dipping behind
branches that weren’t in the morning’s sky, only to reappear
moments later.

“Seriously,” Tasha whispered, clutching the small backpack that
held her dwindling snack reserves. “I feel like we’re in one of
those movies where no one ever gets out alive. And I really don’t
want to be the person screaming in the background.”

“Relax,” Max said, though his voice lacked conviction. “We just
need to follow the map. Maps are never wrong.”

Finn squinted at the piece of paper Zara had found. “Yeah,
except for the part where it keeps looping us in circles. But hey!
Technicalities. Details, people, details.”

By midday, their clothes were sticking to them from sweat, and
their shoes were caked in mud from patches of damp soil. Every few
steps, Max would stop to consult the map, muttering numbers,
coordinates, or mysterious “we’re almost there” phrases that
clearly weren’t reassuring anyone.

Leo was dragging his feet. “Why did I agree to this road trip?
Who even wants a forest vacation? Nobody asks for this!”

“No one,” Zara agreed. “Yet here we are, wandering through a
forest that clearly has it out for us.”

The first sign of something truly strange came in the form of a
small animal—or what they initially thought was an animal—watching
them from a high branch. Its eyes glowed faintly, almost
luminescent, and its shape seemed to shift with every blink.

“Uh… guys?” Tasha whispered. “Do raccoons normally glow?”

“They don’t, Tasha,” Leo said, already backing away. “Trust me,
I know raccoons. Very street-smart. These… are not raccoons.”

Finn immediately crouched in a dramatic stalking pose. “We are
in their territory. They are judging us. But I will not back down.
For honor! For glory! For gummy bears!”

“Please,” Zara muttered, swinging her makeshift staff—a sturdy
stick she had chosen earlier—“can we just… survive the forest
without turning it into a battle of epic proportions?”

The glowing creature blinked once, then leaped silently into the
undergrowth, disappearing without a trace. The group stared,
frozen.

“This is exactly why we don’t go walking in forests,” Leo
muttered.

By late afternoon, they found a shallow stream. Relief washed
over them. Water! Something familiar. Something real.

“Finally,” Max said, kneeling to cup water in his hands. “We
drink, we refill our bottles, we—” He froze mid-sentence. “Wait.
The water… the water tastes… weird.”

Zara dipped a finger in, sniffing. “Hmm. Definitely water. But…
I feel like it might be… thinking?”

Finn leaned over eagerly. “Thinking water? That’s… cool. We can
name it. I vote… Gerald.”

“No,” Leo snapped. “We do not name sentient forest water.”

Tasha groaned. “Can we just drink it and move on? Before it
decides to… you know… eat us?”

They drank cautiously, each taking small sips. Nothing happened
immediately, but the uneasy feeling lingered. Every leaf seemed to
twitch unnaturally. Every shadow felt closer than it should.

They decided to set up camp again as evening approached, in a
tiny clearing that seemed slightly less threatening. This time,
everyone pitched in: Max collected firewood, Zara tried to start
the fire (again), Finn made “strategic” patrols, Leo sulked, and
Tasha rationed the remaining snacks.

Night fell faster than they anticipated. The shadows stretched
and shifted, and the forest seemed to hum softly around them. Every
snap of a twig, every rustle of leaves sounded amplified.

“I hate this forest,” Leo whispered, curling into himself like a
hedgehog.

“You’ve said that before,” Zara said. “It’s not changing
anything.”

A rustling sound from deeper in the trees made them all freeze.
Then came a faint, low laugh—childlike, almost musical—but wrong.
Too wrong.

“What was that?” Tasha asked, her voice trembling.

“I have no idea,” Max admitted. “And I’m hoping that’s a good
thing.”

Finn grinned despite the tension. “Maybe it’s welcoming us!
Forest hospitality!”

“No,” Leo hissed. “That is not hospitality. That is a horror
movie in the making. Someone hold me.”

The group tried to sleep in shifts, each keeping one eye on the
forest, one hand on some sort of improvised weapon—a stick, a chair
leg, a frying pan Max had insisted on bringing. Every creak, every
distant howl made hearts race.

Somewhere around midnight, Zara awoke to a movement near the
fire. Shadows danced in unnatural patterns. A cold wind swept
through the clearing, though no trees were nearby to produce it.
Something was watching.

“Not again,” she muttered. She shook Max awake. “Something’s out
there. I can feel it.”

Max blinked. “Probably just raccoons. Or… maybe a really tiny
bear?”

“No,” Zara said, gripping her stick tighter. “It’s… I don’t
know… alive. Wrongly alive.”

By the time dawn came, the forest had shifted again. Paths they
were certain they had walked were gone. The trees seemed taller,
the shadows longer. But with the first streaks of sunlight, the
creeping dread ebbed just slightly.

Finally, they emerged on a clearing that looked vaguely
familiar: the half-collapsed campsite they had stumbled upon the
previous day. Two burnt tents, a rusted kettle, and a slightly
charred campfire.

Zara picked up the map again. “It’s… working. Maybe. Sort
of.”

They followed the map, stepping carefully, listening to the
forest’s every whisper. Birds sang again—or at least the eerie
silence lifted enough to hear them. Each step brought small relief,
but the feeling that they were being watched never left.

Hours later, the forest began to thin. The trees opened up to a
wide, dusty road, and their battered hatchback came into view.

Tears of relief welled up in Max’s eyes. “We made it,” he
whispered. “We actually made it.”

Fuel poured, engine roared to life, and the old hatchback seemed
suddenly magnificent. Max gripped the wheel, swearing an oath: no
more detours, no more shortcuts, no more forests alive with
terrible creatures.

As the car rolled onto the open road, each of them breathed
deeply, finally relaxing. But deep in the forest, shadows shifted.
Trees bent as if bowing, and a faint smile seemed to flicker in the
corners of the wilderness. They were not done with the forest—not
yet.





Chapter 2 – 

Walking Was a Bad Idea

The decision to walk had seemed reasonable at first. After all,
Max was certain the car would never start again, and the thought of
waiting out in the middle of a deserted desert road, baked alive
under the scorching sun, had been unbearable.

And so, with the map clutched tightly in Zara’s hands and
backpacks secured, the group began their trek.

At first, spirits were high. Max strutted ahead, pointing
dramatically at the horizon. “Victory awaits us, friends! The open
road, freedom, the beach!”

Finn immediately mimicked a heroic voiceover: “And lo, brave
adventurers embarked on a perilous journey through a mysterious
land, unaware of the horrors that awaited them!”

Leo groaned. “Perilous land? Max, it’s literally just a forest
that appeared out of nowhere.”

“Exactly!” Max replied. “It’s mysterious. Peril. Adventure!”

Tasha, still clutching the last gummy bears, rolled her eyes.
“Adventure is fine until someone dies. Just a heads up, that could
happen. Statistically speaking.”

And so they walked

The first hour was deceptively pleasant. Birds sang, the wind
whispered through the trees, and sunlight created dappled patterns
on the dirt path. Finn played tour guide, pointing out things that
either weren’t there or were very clearly normal.

“On your left,” Finn said dramatically, “you’ll see a rock that
looks suspiciously like a sleeping dragon.”

Leo squinted. “It looks like… a rock.”

“Exactly! Suspiciously like a dragon. You need imagination,
man.”

“On your right,” Zara added sarcastically, “you’ll see Leo’s
will to live, slowly evaporating under the oppressive sun.”

Leo muttered something about suing both of them for emotional
abuse.

Tasha, meanwhile, was inspecting the undergrowth. “If we get
lost here, at least there are berries,” she said hopefully, picking
up a handful. “Possibly edible ones. Hopefully.”

“Your optimism is alarming,” Max said, leading the way with a
stern hand on his imaginary captain’s wheel.

After roughly an hour of what they called “walking” but felt
more like “struggling through a labyrinth,” the path took a sharp
turn. The trees thickened unnaturally, their twisted branches
forming shapes in the sunlight that looked eerily like hands
reaching out to grab them.

“This doesn’t look right,” Max muttered. “The map… it’s… it’s
wrong.”

Finn tilted his head. “Maps never lie. But forests? Forests are
tricksters.”

Leo stopped abruptly. “Tricksters? Max, I don’t care about maps
or tricksters. I just want a way out.”

“Way out?” Tasha echoed. “Oh yes, the way out. If it exists.
Because apparently, it might be fictional.”

Zara, meanwhile, squinted at the map. “It’s… okay. It says there
should be a clearing up ahead. Maybe we just have to push
through.”

They did.

The forest changed as they moved deeper. The trees grew taller,
their roots thick and curling, forcing them to step carefully. Moss
covered the ground, making it slippery, and vines tangled around
their ankles. Finn, naturally, tripped over at least three roots in
a dramatic display worthy of an action movie.

“Help me, brave adventurers!” he cried. “I am ensnared by the
evil forces of the forest!”

Leo groaned. “I can’t. I just… I can’t.”

Tasha muttered something under her breath about suing Finn for
emotional distress.

The strangest part was how quiet the forest became. Birds
stopped singing, wind seemed to cease, and even insects vanished.
It was a silence that pressed on their ears, making every footstep
sound like a drumbeat.

“That’s… unsettling,” Zara whispered.

“Unsettling is an understatement,” Leo said. “I feel like we’re
being watched by… something.”

“Something adorable?” Finn asked hopefully, holding a stick like
a sword.

“Finn, shut up!” Max snapped. “We’re not adorable anything. We
are surviving.”

Hours passed. Sweat soaked their clothes, and morale dropped
with every step. Water bottles were low, energy dwindling, and the
sun began its slow descent. Tasha’s snack stash was reduced to
crumbs and hope.

“Can someone explain,” she said, voice trembling, “why every
path here seems to loop back to where we started?”

Max frowned at the map. “It… it shouldn’t. I’m pretty sure this
is a straight line. Maps don’t lie. Forests do.”

Finn perked up. “Exactly! The forest is alive! It’s testing us.
Seeing if we’re worthy.”

“Or it’s insane,” Leo muttered. “Either way, I’m not signing up
for the sequel.”

Zara kept scanning the trees. “Look! A clearing. Maybe we can
rest.”

It was… strange. The clearing was smaller than expected,
overgrown, and in the center, an abandoned campsite lay in ruins:
two half-collapsed tents, a burnt-out campfire, and a kettle
hanging from a broken branch.

“It’s… a campsite,” Zara said cautiously, kneeling to inspect a
charred piece of paper. “And… it’s a map.”



