

Chapter 1 –

 Beach Day, Disaster Edition

It was supposed to be a perfect day.

The sun was shining, the ocean glittered like a postcard, and
the group was finally sprawled out on towels with slushies in
hand.

“See?” Max said, grinning smugly. “Told you we’d make it.”

“Barely,” Leo said, already applying his third layer of
sunscreen. “I’m still having nightmares about shadow
creatures.”

“We survived!” Finn said cheerfully. “That’s what counts. Plus,
I’m pretty sure my broom skills are legendary now.”

Zara snorted. “Your broom skills were 30% luck and 70%
screaming.”

“Hey,” Tasha said, reaching into the cooler. “Let’s just enjoy
the beach and pretend last night didn’t happen.”

They all nodded, and for a while, it was peaceful.

Until Finn stood up, pointed toward the treeline at the edge of
the beach, and said, “Uh… guys? Does that look familiar to
you?”

They turned.

Behind them, where there should have been normal coastal shrubs
and a parking lot, a wall of dense, dark forest stretched as far as
they could see.

“No,” Max said immediately. “Absolutely not. This is not
happening again.”

But it was.





Chapter 2 – 

The Forest Comes Calling

By the time they packed up their towels, slushies, and sandy
shoes, the beach felt strangely quiet. Waves lapped lazily, gulls
cried overhead, and for a moment, the group felt a fleeting sense
of calm.

Then they turned toward the road.

It was gone.

Completely swallowed. The familiar stretch of asphalt, which
should have led them back to civilization, had been replaced by an
impenetrable wall of trees, thick trunks rising so closely together
that the sunlight barely filtered through. The air was cooler here,
but it carried an unmistakable sense of dread, like the forest was
breathing and waiting.

“This is not scientifically possible,” Leo muttered, his voice
trembling. “Roads don’t just… disappear. Trees don’t just… move.”
He shook his head, trying to make sense of the impossibility before
them. “I need to sit down. Or scream. Or both.”

Finn, ever the chronicler of disasters, pulled out his phone and
began recording. “Lost in the woods: sequel. Round two. This time
it’s personal. Forest edition: revenge of the trees.”

Max grabbed Finn by the collar, ignoring the camera. “Finn. Not
funny. Last time, we barely survived. And now you want to film it
like some kind of reality show? There are things in that forest you
wouldn’t even believe.”

Zara, already stalking toward the treeline with purposeful
strides, ignored both of them. Her boots sank slightly into the
mossy undergrowth. “If the forest wants round two, fine. But we’re
not just wandering around this time. We fight back.”

“Fight back?” Leo said, his voice rising. “Fight… how exactly do
you fight a forest? Do we… kick it? Yell at it? Offer it gummy
bears?”

“I don’t know,” Zara said, narrowing her eyes at the moving
shadows between the trunks. “But it’s not taking us without a
fight. That much is clear. We survived last time. We know it has
rules, patterns. If we stick together, we have a chance.”

As if on cue, the wind picked up, carrying a low groaning sound
through the trees — almost like laughter. It wasn’t the kind of
laughter humans make. It was hollow, echoing, rolling across the
forest like it was alive.

Then came the first signpost. Half-buried in the sand, twisted
with roots, weathered by time—but the letters were freshly painted:
WELCOME BACK.

Max swallowed. “I hate that. I hate everything about that. Why
would someone—”

Finn interrupted, eyes wide. “Someone didn’t. The forest did.
Or… something. This is way above human-level creepy.”

Leo backed away slightly. “We need to leave. Right now. Walk
back to the beach. Maybe jump in the water and hope it’s safe.
Anything!”

Zara held up her hand, halting him. “No. Running isn’t a
strategy. We have to go forward. The forest isn’t just going to let
us leave easily. If we do what it expects—panic, scatter—we’ll
fail. Again. Stick together.”

Tasha pulled out what remained of her snack stash, offering a
few chocolate bars and the last of the gummy bears. “We’ll need
energy,” she said. “And morale. If this is a test, we need to pass.
If we fail, I refuse to be blamed for dying hungry.”

Max nodded reluctantly, his eyes scanning the forest. “Fine.
Let’s move. Stay close. Don’t stray. And… for the love of
everything, don’t look too happy about it. Happy forests are
dangerous forests.”

They stepped carefully under the canopy. The first thing they
noticed was the quiet. Not the normal quiet of a forest. No birds
chirping, no wind rustling the leaves, no insects buzzing. Just
silence, thick and heavy, as though the forest was holding its
breath.

Every step felt like it echoed, yet somehow disappeared into the
shadows. Each tree trunk looked familiar, yet different. It was
like walking through a dream—or a nightmare with a déjà vu
filter.

After what felt like an hour, they came across a new obstacle: a
dilapidated wooden bridge stretching across a sluggish, dark river.
Moss coated the planks, and the ropes sagged dangerously.

“This feels very trap-like,” Max muttered. His instincts
screamed at him to stop, but the path ahead was the only way
forward.

“It’s always a trap,” Leo muttered, eyes scanning the water.
“Everything here is a trap.”

Zara squinted at the bridge. “We don’t have a choice. We go one
at a time. Careful. Watch your footing.”

One by one, they stepped onto the bridge. The first few steps
were fine. The wood groaned softly, echoing across the water, and a
sudden breeze made the rope swing slightly. Then, halfway across, a
plank cracked under Max’s weight.

“Run!” Zara shouted.

They bolted, slipping on wet moss, stumbling as more planks
broke behind them. Finn nearly fell in but managed to grab the rope
just in time, his phone clattering to the side. Max lunged forward,
heart racing, as the last of the broken planks disappeared into the
river with a splash.

When all five reached the other side, panting and trembling, the
bridge collapsed entirely, leaving nothing but a few floating
boards and the dark water below.

Finn exhaled shakily. “So… anyone else feel like the forest is
just messing with us for fun now?”

“Yes,” Max said grimly. “And I think this is only the
beginning.”

They pressed onward, alert, scanning the underbrush for
movement, every shadow a potential threat. Each footstep echoed
differently, almost like the forest was rearranging itself beneath
their shoes.

After another hour of uneasy walking, they stumbled into a
clearing. And froze.

In the center were their beach towels. Neatly folded. With their
half-melted slushie cups still perched on top.

Leo’s eye twitched. “We left those at the beach.”

“Yep,” Max said, refusing to move closer. “That’s… that’s
impossible. We didn’t… it doesn’t make sense.”

Finn forced a smile. “Totally fine. Just the forest being
helpful. Returning our stuff. I like helpful forests!”

“Helpful?” Zara said dryly. “Helpful like a cat bringing you a
dead bird. There’s a difference.”

They hesitated, then continued walking. Ten minutes later, they
were back in the same clearing. The towels were laid out like a
picnic now, sandwiches and snack wrappers included, though they
swore they hadn’t brought any.

Tasha crossed her arms. “Okay, I’m officially freaked out. But
also? Whoever set this up clearly knows how to fold towels better
than we do. It’s… impressive. And terrifying.”

The forest rustled, almost laughing.

The group huddled together. Max rubbed his temples. “We’re going
to have to… figure this out. Strategize. Predict the forest.
Because clearly, it’s watching everything we do.”

Zara tightened her grip on her flashlight. “Step by step. We go
forward. Stick together. Watch the forest. And don’t—”

A voice whispered on the wind: “Max…”

Everyone froze.

“Who said that?” Max demanded.

No answer.

Then, on the far side of the clearing: “Zara…”

The voice was unmistakable. It wasn’t the wind. It sounded
exactly like their parents, calling each of them by name.

Leo stood abruptly. “Nope. Not doing this. We are not doing
haunted-family forest time. Not today. Not ever.”

But the voices kept coming. Kind. Angry. Personal. Subtle
accusations and gentle encouragements mixed together. Finn clapped
his hands over his ears. “This is worse than last time! Last time,
at least, I could swing a broom at things. Now… now it’s emotional
warfare.”

Zara stared into the dark trees, jaw set. “This is the point.
The forest is trying to break us from the inside out. Fear, doubt,
memories—it’s all fair game. We survive physically, but it’s our
minds it wants. Don’t let it win.”

Max muttered under his breath. “We were already broken before
this trip. Now we get emotional collateral damage. Fantastic.”

The sun dipped lower, and night approached. They decided to set
up a makeshift camp in the clearing, using sticks, leftover
driftwood, and rope to create a small fire. Each shadow cast by the
flickering flames seemed alive, writhing and twisting like smoke
caught in a cage.

“Tomorrow,” Zara whispered, “we find the cabin. If the forest
wants us to survive, we need to reach that cabin. If it’s another
trap, we’ll deal with it. But forward is the only option.”

They huddled around the fire, the flickering glow illuminating
wide eyes, tense shoulders, and trembling hands. Outside, the
forest whispered, rustled, and waited.

And they knew, deep down, this was only the beginning.

 




Chapter 3 –

 The First Test

The forest seemed to shift as they entered again, almost
imperceptibly, like it was rearranging itself just for them. Every
tree looked familiar, yet wrong. Every root seemed to twist in ways
they didn’t remember. The moss glowed faintly under their
flashlights, and the distant sound of rushing water echoed through
the trees, though they weren’t sure from which direction it
came.

“This is… different,” Max muttered, brushing a sleeve across his
sweaty forehead. His shirt clung to his back as he scanned the
shadows for movement. “And by different, I mean terrifying.
Terrifying and impossible. Why does the forest keep doing
this?”

Finn, ever the voice of reckless curiosity, was already filming.
“Documentary update: it’s quiet, it’s creepy, and the shadows are…
well, shadows. But wait. Did anyone else notice that some of the
roots seem to… move?”

Leo groaned. “No. No, I did not notice. And I do not want to
notice. I refuse. I want a refund on this entire road trip.
Preferably, someone should return me to a time before this forest
existed.”

Tasha, clutching her remaining snacks, muttered, “We survive or
we starve. Your existential meltdown is irrelevant right now.”

Zara marched ahead, scanning the area. “Everyone stick close. We
go forward, not sideways. There’s a pattern here. I don’t know what
it is, but it’s leading us somewhere. Trust it. But don’t let it
trick you. Observe, move, survive.”

As they followed the narrow path, the sunlight filtered in
unevenly, casting jagged shadows across the ground. Every sound
seemed amplified—the snap of a twig, the scuff of a shoe, the
distant drip of water from a hidden stream. Every rustle of leaves
had them jumping.

After what felt like an hour of tense walking, the forest opened
slightly, revealing something new: an old wooden bridge stretching
across a sluggish, dark river. The water was murky, reflecting
nothing but distorted tree shadows. Moss covered every plank, and
the ropes supporting it swayed precariously.

Max paused at the edge. “This feels very trap-like. Very bad
trap. Possibly sentient trap.”

Leo groaned, stepping back. “It’s always a trap. The forest
doesn’t do neutral. It doesn’t do boring. It’s a sadistic puzzle
maker.”

Zara examined the bridge carefully. “We have no choice. The
forest is leading us this way. One at a time, slow and steady.
Watch your footing. Test each plank. If it moves—don’t step
further.”

The first few steps were tentative. The wood groaned, swaying
gently. Finn, ever adventurous, tiptoed ahead, holding his phone
like a lantern. “I feel like I’m in a video game. Life meter: very
low. Hope none of us have cheat codes.”

Halfway across, a plank cracked under Max’s weight. He yelped,
his hands gripping the rope above for balance. “RUN!” Zara
screamed, pulling Leo forward.

They bolted, stumbling over broken planks. Finn’s foot slipped
into a gap, but he grabbed the rope just in time, hanging
precariously over the dark water. Tasha skidded across, scraping
her knees but laughing nervously.

When all of them reached the other side, panting, the bridge
collapsed entirely into the river with a loud splash. The murky
water rippled, carrying away the broken planks like debris from a
dream they’d never remember.

Finn exhaled shakily. “Does anyone else feel like the forest is
just messing with us now? Seriously, is this like… a cruel
amusement park?”

“Yes,” Max said grimly. “And we’re the main attraction.”

They continued through the forest, alert, senses heightened.
Every rustle in the leaves, every shadow behind a tree, set their
nerves on edge. They walked in silence, broken only by Finn
muttering sarcastic commentary and Leo groaning in despair.

After another hour, they stumbled into a clearing. And
froze.

In the middle of the clearing sat something that made their
stomachs twist: their beach towels, neatly folded, slushie cups on
top, completely untouched.

Leo’s eye twitched. “We left those at the beach. There’s no way
those are here.”

Max froze, refusing to move closer. “I refuse. That’s… that’s
impossible. That’s supernatural. That’s…” His voice trailed
off.

Finn tried to keep things light. “Okay, maybe it’s helpful?
Right? The forest is nice? It’s… giving back?”

“Helpful?” Zara snapped. “Helpful like a cat bringing you a dead
bird. It’s mocking us. And it’s good at it.”

They left the towels and continued cautiously, but after ten
minutes, they were back in the same clearing. This time, the towels
were arranged like a picnic, though they swore they hadn’t added
anything.

Tasha crossed her arms. “Okay, officially freaked out. But also…
whoever did this clearly knows how to fold towels better than any
of us. Talent? Evil talent.”

The forest rustled in response, almost like laughter.

Max muttered under his breath, rubbing his temples. “We’re going
to have to strategize. Predict it. Figure it out. The forest is
testing us. And we’re clearly… failing tests.”

Zara tightened her grip on her flashlight. “Step by step.
Forward only. Watch the forest. Don’t react too emotionally. Don’t
let it know we’re scared. It feeds on that.”

They walked on, tension coiling tighter with every step. The
forest seemed to breathe around them, shadows moving at the edge of
their vision. Every sound echoed strangely, as if the woods were
imitating them.

Suddenly, a whisper drifted on the wind: “Max…”

Max froze, eyes wide. “Who said that?”

No one answered.

Then, from the far side of the clearing: “Zara…”

The voices were unmistakable. They sounded exactly like their
parents. Sweet, angry, disappointed, loving—all at once.

Leo jumped back. “Nope. Not doing this. Not ever. This is… too
personal. Too scary. I did NOT sign up for this in the trip
brochure.”

But the voices persisted. Every whisper tugged at their
memories, their insecurities, their fears. Finn clapped his hands
over his ears. “This is worse than last time. At least last time we
fought monsters. Now we’re fighting… ghosts of ourselves.”

Zara glared into the shadows. “It’s a test. Not just physical,
but mental. If it breaks us inside, the outside fight doesn’t even
matter. Stay focused. Stick together. Don’t react to the
voices.”



