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Chapter 1: The Reluctant Start
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The streets of Havenridge pulsed with life, the town square glowing with lanterns that swayed in the gentle breeze. Stalls lined the cobblestone streets, boasting everything from candied apples to hand-carved trinkets. Laughter and music spilled into the air, yet three figures stood at the festival’s edge, their faces etched with unease.

Miles shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, scanning the crowd with narrowed eyes. “Doesn’t it feel... off this year?” he asked, his voice low but enough to carry to his companions.

Theo, shorter and always more jittery, tilted his head toward a distant stall where kids crowded around a puppet show. “It’s the same as always. Bright lights, happy faces, overpriced sweets. What’s off about it?”

Lily, perched on a low stone wall nearby, swung her legs lazily as she stared into the distance. Her crimson scarf fluttered in the breeze, and her voice cut through the chatter like a blade. “Everything. It’s like... like the joy is fake. Forced.” She glanced at Miles. “You feel it too, right?”

Miles nodded. “Yeah. It’s like we’re supposed to enjoy this, but I don’t know...” He trailed off, squinting at the flickering lights. “It’s different.”

Theo scoffed, but his tone betrayed a twinge of nervousness. “You two are overthinking it. Festivals are festivals. Let people enjoy their candy apples and fireworks.”

Lily smirked. “And yet you’re standing here with us instead of scarfing down a funnel cake. Care to explain?”

Theo hesitated, his face reddening. “Maybe I just enjoy your sparkling company.”

“Sure you do,” Lily quipped, hopping off the wall. She dusted her jeans and gestured toward the forest’s edge. “What if we ditch this? Go see Grandma Rose. She always has something interesting going on. Better than pretending to have fun here.”

“Grandma Rose?” Theo raised an eyebrow. “The lady who made us eat dandelion soup last time we visited? I’m still scarred.”

“She’s brilliant,” Lily shot back, her voice firm. “Besides, she’s been experimenting with desserts lately. Remember those honey cakes last month?”

Miles shrugged. “It’s better than standing around. Let’s go.”

Theo hesitated, glancing back at the festival, the bright colors, and the lively crowd. “And miss the fireworks?”

“Since when do you care about fireworks?” Miles teased, a rare grin tugging at his lips.

“Since always,” Theo said defensively, but his resolve cracked as Lily tugged his arm. “Fine. But if she tries to feed me another ‘herbal remedy,’ I’m blaming you.”

As they crossed the festival’s outskirts, the noise began to fade, replaced by the soothing chirp of crickets and the rustle of leaves in the distance. The forest loomed ahead, familiar yet strangely imposing under the pale moonlight.

“I swear, that woman knows things she shouldn’t,” Theo muttered as they walked. “Last time, she told me about a dream I had. A dream! I didn’t even tell anyone.”

“She’s got intuition,” Lily said with a shrug. “Or maybe she just knows you better than you know yourself.”

Miles chuckled softly. “Grandma Rose is... eccentric. But she always seems to have a reason for everything she does.”

Theo kicked at a loose pebble on the path, watching it skitter into the bushes. “Let’s just hope that reason doesn’t involve dandelions this time.”

Lily laughed, the sound echoing faintly against the quiet trees. It was the first genuine moment of levity they’d shared all evening, and it felt like a small crack in the strange tension that had been hanging over them.

As they neared the edge of the forest, Miles paused, looking back at the faint glow of the festival behind them. “You think we’re imagining it?” he asked quietly. “The weirdness?”

Lily followed his gaze but didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice was barely above a whisper. “No. I don’t think we are.”

Theo huffed. “Great. More cryptic musings. Can we just—”

“Shh,” Miles interrupted, holding up a hand. His brow furrowed as he scanned the trees ahead. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Theo asked, his voice rising an octave.

Lily stepped closer to Miles, her sharp eyes darting into the shadows. “It was probably just an animal.”

“Probably,” Miles said, but his tone was far from confident.

Baker, Grandma Rose’s golden retriever, appeared out of nowhere, his tail wagging as he barked softly at the trio. Lily crouched to pet him, her smile returning briefly. “See? Nothing weird. Just Baker. Maybe he knew we were coming.”

Theo muttered, “Or maybe he’s here to warn us about the dandelion soup.”

The group laughed, albeit nervously, as Baker turned toward the forest path, barking once before trotting ahead. The three friends exchanged glances.

“Well,” Lily said, straightening. “Guess we’re committed now.”

The forest greeted them with an eerie silence, the distant hum of the festival fading entirely. Their steps fell into rhythm, following Baker’s lead, as the trees swallowed them whole.

The trio moved cautiously into the forest, their footsteps muffled by the soft, damp earth. The canopy overhead was thick, allowing only fragments of moonlight to filter through. Baker trotted confidently ahead, his golden coat catching the faint light, as if he had walked this path a thousand times.

Theo walked close to Lily, his nervous energy making him glance over his shoulder every few moments. “You know,” he whispered, “if this is one of those scary movie setups where the dog leads us to our doom, I’m blaming both of you.”

“Relax,” Lily replied, her voice low but steady. “If anything’s out there, Baker will warn us.”

Miles, striding a few steps ahead, glanced back at Theo. “You could have stayed at the festival if you were that worried.”

“Sure,” Theo muttered, shoving his hands into his hoodie pockets. “Because getting stuck in this creepy forest alone is a much better idea.”

Lily rolled her eyes. “It’s not creepy. It’s just... quiet. Peaceful.”

“Quiet is creepy,” Theo retorted. “At least in town, you know what’s out there. Here? Anything could be watching us.” He paused, then added nervously, “Do you guys even know what kind of animals live in these woods?”

Miles smirked faintly. “Probably squirrels. Maybe a raccoon if we’re lucky.”

“Or something with bigger teeth,” Theo muttered.

“Enough,” Lily said, her voice firm. She gestured toward Baker, who had stopped ahead, his ears perked as he stared down the path. “He’s calm. That means there’s nothing dangerous.”

“Yet,” Theo added under his breath, but he followed when the others continued walking.

The group reached a small clearing, the trees parting just enough to reveal a patch of sky glittering with stars. Baker stopped again, sniffing the air before letting out a soft bark.

Lily crouched beside him, scratching behind his ears. “What is it, boy? You see something?”

Baker wagged his tail, his attention focused on the path ahead.

Miles knelt to inspect the ground where Baker had been sniffing. “Nothing unusual,” he said, brushing a hand over the dirt. “Maybe he’s just excited.”

“Or spooked,” Theo offered unhelpfully.

“Let’s keep moving,” Lily said, standing. Her voice was steady, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that the forest was watching them. The trees loomed closer now, their branches gnarled and twisted like ancient hands reaching for the sky.

As they walked, the faint sound of the festival music faded completely. In its place was a strange, almost rhythmic rustling. It wasn’t loud, but it was persistent, like the whisper of wind through leaves—only there was no wind.

Theo stopped abruptly, his face pale. “You hear that?”

“Hear what?” Lily asked, though her tone betrayed that she already knew what he meant.

“The... rustling,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “It’s been following us.”

Miles exchanged a glance with Lily. “It’s just the forest. Trees make noise.”

“Not like this,” Theo argued, stepping closer to them. “It’s... it’s moving with us. Like it’s... alive.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Lily said, though her voice lacked conviction. She forced a laugh. “It’s probably just a bird or a squirrel.”

Baker barked again, louder this time, and Lily jumped at the sound. “See? He’s got it under control.”

Miles took a deep breath and forced himself to smile. “Look, we’re almost there. Grandma’s cottage is just past the next clearing. Let’s keep going.”

But as they walked, the rustling grew louder, and the air seemed to grow heavier, like the forest itself was closing in around them. The group fell silent, their footsteps quickening as Baker led them forward with an urgency that hadn’t been there before.

Finally, the familiar glow of Grandma Rose’s cottage appeared through the trees, the warm light spilling onto the path like a beacon. They all exhaled in unison, relief washing over them.

“See?” Miles said, though his voice was tight. “Nothing to worry about.”

Theo muttered something unintelligible as they approached the cottage. Baker barked once more before bounding to the door, where Grandma Rose stood waiting with a smile that was both comforting and knowing.

“Well, look at you three,” she said, her voice warm and rich with affection. “Come inside before you catch your deaths in this cold.”

Lily smiled back, though her mind was still on the strange sounds of the forest. “Thanks, Grandma. It’s good to see you.”

As they stepped into the cottage, the tension began to fade, replaced by the comforting scent of freshly baked corn muffins and the cozy warmth of the fire crackling in the hearth. For a moment, the forest and its mysteries felt like a distant memory.

The warmth of Grandma Rose’s cottage was a stark contrast to the chilly air outside. The trio crowded around the wooden kitchen table as she bustled about, setting down steaming cups of spiced tea alongside a plate piled high with golden-brown corn muffins.

“I knew you’d come by tonight,” Grandma Rose said with a sly smile, her gray eyes twinkling. She tucked a loose strand of hair into her messy bun before taking a seat across from them. “The forest has been... restless.”

Theo choked on his tea, coughing loudly. “Restless?” he sputtered. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Grandma Rose’s smile widened as
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