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They agreed on the trip the way people agree on things when time is running out too quickly, without asking the right questions.

Graduation was three weeks away. Three weeks before the campus emptied, before leases ended, before everyone scattered back to hometowns they pretended not to miss or cities they weren’t sure would accept them. Finals loomed like a slow execution. Sleep was optional. Anxiety wasn’t.

So when Evan suggested a camping trip, real camping, no cell service, no parties, no professors it felt less like an idea and more like a lifeline.

“Just a few days,” he’d said, leaning back in his dorm chair, hands laced behind his head. “One last escape before real life guts us.”

No one argued.

That should have been the first warning.

They met before dawn in the campus parking lot, the sky still bruised purple, the air damp with early summer heat. Six of them. Six lives on the verge of changing, though none of them wanted to say it out loud.

Evan arrived first, as usual. Tall, athletic, effortlessly confident, the kind of guy professors liked and strangers trusted. He tossed his backpack into the open trunk of his SUV and smiled like this trip was already a victory.

Maya came next, her movements precise, controlled. She wore jeans, hiking boots, and a jacket despite the heat. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight braid, as if loose strands were liabilities. She checked the route on her phone twice before nodding to herself.

“Still no signal once we hit the county line,” she said. “That hasn’t changed.”

“That’s the point,” Evan replied. “Digital detox.”

Maya didn’t smile.

Lucas showed up late, the smell of stale beer clinging to him. He looked tired in the way that came from more than lack of sleep, eyes too sharp, jaw clenched like he was bracing for impact. He avoided looking at Evan and stood off to the side, lighting a cigarette despite the posted sign.

Jonah arrived laughing, already telling a story no one had asked for. He carried a speaker slung over his shoulder and a duffel bag that clinked suspiciously.

“For the vibes,” he announced, lifting the bag. “And for survival.”

Brianna climbed out of her car quietly, sunglasses hiding her eyes. She hugged herself as if cold, though sweat already darkened her shirt. She offered polite smiles, the kind that didn’t reach the corners of her mouth.

Tessa came last.

She parked crooked, jumped out barefoot, and spun once with her arms raised. “Freedom,” she declared. “I am officially done caring.”

Her laugh was loud, bright, infectious. It always has been. Even now, it loosened something in the group, smoothed the rough edges.

Almost.

They packed the cars, divided supplies, and set off just as the sun crested the horizon. The campus disappeared behind them, brick buildings swallowed by distance. The road narrowed, then narrowed again, asphalt giving way to cracked pavement, then gravel.

Conversation flowed easily at first jokes, complaints about professors, exaggerated plans for the future.

“I’m never waking up before noon again,” Jonah said from the back seat.

“You’ll be unemployed,” Lucas muttered.

“Still counts.”

Maya watched the trees as they thickened, their branches knitting together overhead. The forest seemed older than the map suggested, darker somehow. She felt a strange tightening in her chest, the sense that they were crossing a boundary that wasn’t marked by any sign.

She told herself it was nerves.

They reached the campsite by early afternoon. It wasn’t marked with no official trailhead, no ranger station. Just a dirt road that ended abruptly at a clearing swallowed by towering pines.

“This is it?” Brianna asked softly.

Evan jumped out of the car, stretching. “Remote. Quiet. Perfect.”

The air smelled damp and metallic, like rust and rain. The clearing felt...wrong. Not dangerous. Not exactly. Just empty in a way that felt deliberate.

Tessa shrugged off her backpack. “I love it. Feels like we’re the last people on Earth.”

Lucas snorted. “You say that like it’s a good thing.”

They set up camp in uneasy cooperation tents rising, fire pit cleared, supplies stacked. Old habits took over, muscle memory smoothing over tension. For a while, it almost felt normal.

Almost.

By late afternoon, clouds rolled in low and heavy, dimming the forest. The light filtered through the trees in long, sickly beams. Jonah turned on his speaker, music crackling to life.

“Too loud,” Maya said immediately.

“It’s nature,” Jonah replied. “She can handle it.”

The music cut out on its own.

Jonah frowned, tapping the speaker. “The battery was full.”

Lucas laughed, short and humorless. “Guess nature disagrees.”

They ate canned food and cheap snacks, sitting around an unlit fire pit. Conversation slowed, gaps stretching uncomfortably between words.

It was Brianna who finally spoke.

“Does anyone else feel like...” She trailed off, chewing her lip.

“Like what?” Tessa prompted.

“Like we’re being watched.”

Silence followed.

Evan laughed it off. “You’ve been watching too many horror movies.”

But Maya noticed how he scanned the trees anyway.

As evening settled, the forest changed. The birds went quiet first. Then the insects. The silence pressed in, thick enough to hear their own breathing.

Lucas stood abruptly. “I’m grabbing more firewood.”

“I’ll go,” Evan said, too quickly.

The two disappeared into the trees together, shoulders stiff, words exchanged too quietly to hear. Maya watched them go, unease coiling in her stomach. She knew that silence. Knew what lived inside it.

Old resentment. Old betrayals.

Jonah leaned closer to Brianna. “They're gonna kill each other out there?”

Brianna didn’t laugh.

The fire crackled to life when Evan and Lucas returned, their faces carefully neutral. The flames painted everything in flickering orange, shadows stretching unnaturally long.

They drank as the night deepened. Stories grew louder, laughter edged with something brittle. Tessa danced barefoot around the fire, hair wild, unbothered by the embers snapping near her feet.

“This,” she said, spinning, “is exactly what I needed.”

Maya watched her, envy sharp and sudden. Tessa had always been like that fearless, unanchored, as if consequences were rumors meant for other people.

As the fire burned low, a sound drifted through the trees.

At first, Maya thought it was the wind.

Then she realized it had a rhythm.

Music.

Faint. Warped. A melody that rose and fell like a dying breath. Calliope pipes, slow and uneven, notes bending wrong.

Jonah froze mid-sip. “Okay,” he said slowly. “That’s not my speaker.”

They all listened.

The sound came again, clearer this time. Close enough to recognize. Far enough to feel unreal.

“That’s a carnival,” Tessa whispered, excitement bleeding into unease.

“There’s no town nearby,” Maya said. “I checked.”

Evan stood. “Probably some old fairground. Abandoned.”

Lucas shook his head. “Fairs don’t play music in the middle of the woods.”

The melody drifted closer, then stopped.

The silence that followed was worse.

“Let’s just turn in,” Brianna said. “We’re tired.”

No one argued.

They retreated to their tents, zipping themselves into thin fabric that suddenly felt inadequate. Maya lay awake, listening to the forest breathe. Every snap of a branch set her heart racing.

Just as sleep began to claim her, she heard it again.

Laughter.

Soft. High-pitched. Distant.

And beneath it, the faintest whisper of music, welcoming and wrong.

Maya stared into the darkness, certain of one thing she couldn’t explain.

This trip wasn’t an escape.

It was an invitation.

***
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MORNING CAME RELUCTANTLY, as if the sun itself hesitated to rise over the forest.

Maya woke first.

She lay still in her sleeping bag, listening. The silence pressed against her ears, heavy and absolute. No birds. No insects. No distant rush of wind through leaves. It felt as if the woods were holding their breath.

She unzipped the tent and stepped outside.

A gray mist clung low to the ground, curling around the trees like smoke that refused to lift. The clearing looked smaller than it had the day before, the tree line closer, tighter as though the forest had crept inward while they slept.

Maya checked her phone.

No service.

She frowned and toggled airplane mode on and off. Nothing. The battery was full, the screen bright, but the signal icon remained empty.

“Great,” she muttered.

Evan emerged from his tent next, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “Morning,” he said, then noticed her expression. “What’s wrong?”

“No signal.”

He pulled out his own phone, checked it, shrugged. “We knew that going in.”

“Not like this,” Maya said. “I had one bar last night.”

Before Evan could respond, Lucas stepped out, cigarette already between his fingers. He checked his phone too, then laughed.

“Dead air,” he said. “Completely dead.”

Jonah stumbled out last, yawning dramatically. “If this is how I die,” he said, “I want it on record that I did not consent to nature.”

Brianna and Tessa followed, quieter than usual. Tessa looked pale, her usual careless energy dampened. Brianna kept glancing at the tree line as if expecting it to move.

They ate breakfast in near silence.

The forest didn’t wake with them. The mist lingered well into mid-morning, refusing to burn off. Even when the sun climbed higher, its light felt filtered, dulled, like it was passing through dirty glass.
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