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THE SHORTCUT

The fastest way home was through the forest.

Everyone in the village knew that.

The main road wound around the hills in a long, lazy curve, that could take nearly an hour to walk. 

But the narrow trail through the forest cut straight across the valley, and reached the village in less than half the time. 

Farmers used it. 

Kids used it. 

Even the mail carrier sometimes rode his bicycle along the path.

For David and the others, it was simply the normal way home.

The afternoon sun hung low over the hills, as the four of them stepped off the gravel road and onto the dirt trail, that slipped quietly between the trees.

The forest welcomed them with the cool smell of pine and damp earth.

Amram stretched his arms and grinned.
“Freedom,” he said dramatically.
“You make it sound like we just escaped prison,” Charlotte said.

“School basically is prison.”

“It’s not,” David said. 

“You just don’t like math.”

“I love math,” Amram protested.

“You tried to solve a multiplication problem by guessing.”

“It was an educated guess.”

Charlotte snorted with laughter.

Behind them, Chloe skipped along the path, humming to herself and dragging a small stick through the dirt as she walked.

The trail twisted gently between tall pines whose trunks rose like pillars into the sky. 

Ferns and moss covered the ground, and patches of sunlight spilled through the branches like golden spotlights.

Charlotte slowed down and pulled a small notebook from her backpack.

David noticed immediately.

“You’re drawing again?”

“Just for a minute,” she said.

“You said that yesterday.”

“And the day before,” Amram added.

Charlotte ignored them and crouched beside a mossy rock. 

Her pencil began moving quickly across the page.

She loved drawing the forest.

Every tree had its own shape. 

Some leaned sideways. 

Some twisted upward like spirals. 

Some had roots that crawled across the ground like giant fingers.

No two places looked exactly the same.

Even though she walked this path almost every day, it never felt boring.

Amram leaned over her shoulder.

“You always draw the trees,” he said. 

“You should draw something interesting.”

“Trees are interesting.”

“They just stand there.”

“That’s because they’re trees.”

Chloe wandered over and peered at the sketch.

“That one looks like a giant broccoli,” she said.

Charlotte burst out laughing.

“It does not!”

Amram nodded seriously. 

“It absolutely does.”

David crossed his arms.

“You know we still have to get home before dinner, right?”

“Relax,” Amram said. “We’ve got time.”

He picked up a pinecone and tossed it into the bushes.

The forest responded with a soft rustling sound, as something small darted deeper into the undergrowth.

“Probably a squirrel,” Charlotte said.

“Or a forest monster,” Amram said.

Chloe’s eyes widened.

“There are no forest monsters,” David said quickly.

Amram grinned.

“Well, that’s exactly what someone hiding a forest monster would say.”

Chloe giggled and grabbed David’s sleeve.

“Protect me from the broccoli trees,” she said.

David shook his head.

“You three are impossible.”

Charlotte finished her sketch and held the notebook up.

“Done.”

Amram studied it.

“That tree still looks like broccoli.”

“It does not!”

“Totally does.”

They continued walking along the trail.

The forest grew thicker as the path dipped slightly downhill. 

The air felt cooler here, and the sunlight filtered through the branches in thin pale beams.

David had walked this trail so many times he knew almost every bend.

There was the crooked pine that leaned over the path like a doorway.

There was the split rock where rainwater collected in a shallow pool.

And just ahead—

David slowed.

Something felt strange.

He stopped walking.

Amram nearly bumped into him.

“What?”

David looked around slowly.

The forest was quiet.

Not the peaceful quiet it usually had, but a deeper silence that seemed to press in from all directions.

Charlotte noticed it too.

“Where did the birds go?” she asked.

Amram tilted his head.

Normally the trees were alive with sound—chirping birds, buzzing insects, the distant tapping of woodpeckers.

But now...

Nothing.

Chloe stopped humming.

“It feels funny,” she said softly.

David rubbed the back of his neck.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” Chloe said. 

“Just funny.”

Amram shrugged.

“You guys are imagining things.”

He kicked a small stone down the path.

The sound echoed farther than it should have.

Charlotte frowned.

“That was weird.”

“What was?”

“The echo.”

David looked down the trail.

Everything looked exactly the same as always.

Tall trees.

The narrow dirt path.

Ferns along the edges.

Nothing unusual at all.

Still...

“Let’s keep moving,” he said.

They walked again, though a little slower this time.

Charlotte flipped open her notebook as they walked and glanced at the sketch she had just drawn.

Something about it bothered her.

She stopped.

“Wait.”

“What now?” Amram said.

Charlotte compared the page to the forest around them.

Her eyebrows slowly pulled together.

“That’s strange.”

“What?” David asked.

Charlotte turned the notebook toward them.

“I drew the trail going around that rock.”

They all looked.

Then they looked back at the forest.

The rock was there.

But the trail didn’t curve around it.

The path went straight.

Amram frowned.

“Did you draw it wrong?”

“I never draw it wrong,” Charlotte said.

David looked back down the trail they had just walked.

Then he looked at the notebook again.

The drawing and the forest didn’t match.

Not even a little.

A small uneasy feeling crept into his stomach.

“Maybe we took a different path,” Amram suggested.

“There’s only one path,” David said.

Chloe tugged gently on Charlotte’s sleeve.

“Why did the forest move?”

No one answered.

A soft breeze rustled the leaves above them.

For a moment the branches shifted, and the sunlight flickered across the ground.

David glanced at the trail again.

And he could have sworn—

just for a second—

that the trees beside the path were standing in slightly different places than before.
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THE DRAWING THAT CHANGED

Charlotte kept staring at the page.

The pencil sketch looked exactly the way she remembered drawing it — the trail curving gently around the mossy rock, before disappearing between two tall pines.

But the real trail in front of them didn’t do that.

It went straight.

“Okay,” Amram said, squinting at the notebook. 

“Maybe you just drew it wrong.”

“I didn’t draw it wrong,” Charlotte said firmly.

“You could have.”

“I didn’t.”

David stepped closer and looked carefully at both the drawing and the path.

Charlotte was right.

The picture showed the trail bending around the rock like it always did.

But the trail now ran straight past it.

No curve. No bend.

Just a straight line between the trees.

“That’s weird,” David said quietly.

Chloe crouched beside the rock and touched the thick green moss covering it.

“It’s the same rock,” she said.

Amram crossed his arms.

“Maybe they changed the path.”

“Who?” Charlotte asked.

“The... forest path people.”

David gave him a look.

“The forest path people.”

“Yeah.”

“There are no forest path people.”

Amram shrugged.

“Well, someone makes paths.”

“People walk them,” David said.

“Exactly.”

Charlotte flipped a few pages in her notebook.

“Look.”

She showed them older sketches she had made on previous days.

Each one showed the same curve in the trail.

The same rock.

The same trees.

David scratched his head.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

Amram looked up and down the path again.

“What if
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