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It wasn't too far of a drive. An hour and a half, according to my phone. A little less if I drove fast, which I did, because I was excited about this.

Next to me, William was a little less excited. I accused him of not having wonder in his heart. He replied to tell me that we were both 22 years old, and it was too old for wonder to play a large role in our lives. So then I asked him why he decided to come with me on this little adventure, and he said he wanted to make sure I didn't get lost in the woods and die.

It's nice to have a best friend you can count on.

"Don't miss the exit, Darien," William told me. His eyes were on the phone where it was mounted on my dashboard. I did some rideshare work when I had time between my college classes, so the dashboard mount proved to be a good investment.

"See?" I said, flinging my hand at him. "I didn't even need to bring the phone. I have you. I should've just had you drive."

William looked over at me from the passenger seat. His short brown hair was just long enough to get ruffled by the wind, and it looked a little messy, his blue eyes peeking out from underneath it. 

"I'm surprised the GPS on that thing is working," William said, flicking his eyes toward the phone. "I'm not even getting service. Which is a shame, because I didn't do enough internet searching about what this forest is supposed to be."

"That just gives me the chance to tell you again," I said, putting on my infomercial voice. "Hi folks, it's Darien Walsh here to tell you all about the Pearl Lake Woods. With over thirteen square miles of forest, you might be surprised to know that there are only three hiking trails here."

"That's because it's in the middle of nowhere," William said, looking out the window at a whole lot of grass and sparse, distant trees.

"You'll find that the middle of nowhere is a bustling metropolis compared to these woods," I said, maintaining my phony voice. "The Pearl Lake Woods is proud to offer you zero amenities or signs of civilization, but an expanse of wildlife and flora that are pleasing to the eye."

"Get to the good part," William said, laughing a little as I committed to the bit.

"But it wasn't always the Pearl Lake Woods," I said, adding a serious tone to my voice. "It used to bear a Celtic name that I cannot pronounce, even after looking it up online and hearing pronunciations of it. However, my sources tell me that its lost name translates to something like 'innermost yearning' in English, which the linguistic-minded folk used to give the forest its esoteric name of Woods of Desire, alleged to unlock the innermost earning of your heart and help you become your true self."

William nodded, having heard this once before from me when I initially pitched this little trip to him.

"So I was thinking about what my secret desire might be, and then I looked at my bank account and it hit me," William said. "Do you think I need to bring my account information into the woods, or will the magic be able to deposit a couple million into my account without it?"

"So sorry," I said, slowly losing my infomercial voice. "Since you said it out loud, it's no longer an innermost yearning. It's the same thing as a birthday wish, and now it won't come true."

"Damn."

Our chatter was a lot like that for the rest of the drive, and we got to the lot near the forest pretty soon from there. 

Well, I wouldn't really call it a lot. This place was pretty remote, and didn't garner a lot of visitors, which was why information about it was so lacking and mysterious. We parked in a spot in the grass that had a little less grass than the rest of the grass, somewhere before the tree line. I stuck an electronic pin in my GPS map and prayed that we could use it to find the car if we happened to get turned around in the woods.

It wasn't like we planned to go terribly far, though. No camping equipment or anything. Just a nice hike in a forest that we hadn't been to before. William and I both enjoyed hiking, and not many people in our friend group really cared to spend a couple of hours walking through the woods on a regular basis, so the two of us had explored a lot of good hiking trails near the city. Both of us were excited to see what this place had to offer for the hike itself, let alone whatever silly nonsense the Internet had flung upon me to try to entice me to get out here. I wondered if the whole thing had been a failed viral marketing campaign, because obviously nature tourism had not reached this place.

We both got out of the car and stretched. William opened the back door of the car and pulled out his hat and water bottle, placing the former wide-brimmed accessory on his head.

"Looking so good in that hat," I told him with a smirk.

"Thanks Darien, but it's not for you." He made a kissing noise. "It's for all the beautiful ladies we're going to find out here."

"Another inner desire denied," I said, shaking my head. "You really have to be more careful with what you say."

William snapped his fingers in mock frustration. I laughed and locked up the car, not that I expected anyone to stumble across it, anyway.

We walked through the short grass. Whatever kind of grass was out here, it didn't grow very long, even untended. The forest was another story. I knew from my research that it wasn't a huge forest, but standing in front of it, it swept to the left and right far enough to appear quite massive. The trees got taller the further you peered in, but even out here on the outskirts they stretched at least thirty feet into the air. It was not quite fall, so the weather wasn't too hot, and very few of the leaves had begun to change color. The canopy on top seemed thick, and indeed once we stepped inside, the forest was cool and shady.

And isolated. I could hear my own breathing very well, and if I stopped to listen, I can only barely hear the occasional faint movement of wildlife.

"The animals must live further in," William said when I brought this up. "You know, too much traffic out here."

"Ah, of course," I said, giving him a punch in the arm.

Once we got a few dozen yards in, we found what looked to be the approximate start of a trail, or at least something that had the appearance of winding through the woods.

"I guess we can take this one," I said, looking around. All I saw were tree trunks and fallen leaves and branches. No markers, and there was no map online of course.

"Well, worst case scenario, we get lost and die," William said, stepping onto the trail and walking forward in good spirits. He was practically whistling. He loved going on hikes, which was why it wasn't too hard at all to convince him to deal with the drive to get out here.

The trail was pretty sparse, but it had enough semblance to follow, so we stayed on it mostly without trouble and talked about school and work and sports and whatever else we always talked about. That's the nice thing about good friends, you can talk about the same things over and over and it feels new every time.

"So why'd you really want to come all the way out here?" William had turned his head towards me, looking over at me as we walked.

"For the glorious scenery, of course," I said, gesturing to the forest around us.

William grinned, shaking his head. "We could've gone to any of the places around, though. We haven't been to Steiner in a while, I figured that would be our next trip out. I was surprised to hear you bring this place up."

I gave a little shrug. I felt slightly and inexplicably nervous, like William was approaching something that I didn't even realize I was trying to avoid. "I just wanted us to try out a new place for a hike, and this one sounded interesting."

"It does sound interesting," William finally said. Prior to us actually coming here, he'd seemed like he was just humoring me. "The 'Woods of Desire,' or whatever. If you didn't tell me that it was an actual forest, I would've just assumed you were bringing me to, I don't know, a sex shop."

"Well, the nice thing about a sex shop is that you can try before you buy," I joked. "I mean, I don't know, you know me. I'm no skeptic. I watch the ghost hunting shows and read the stories and all that. I'd love to stumble across evidence of magic being real in the world somewhere. So when I came across this forest online and saw it was an easy drive, I figured, why not? Get a hike in, and maybe turn over a stone with something really cool underneath it. Metaphorically."

"Metaphorically unless we find a cool stone, “William added. "What do you think might happen?"

I opened my mouth to say something, and William waved his hand at me.

"Not some safe answer, either," he told me. "When you first found this place online, and read about hidden desires being granted, what jumps to the front of your mind?"

"I honestly don't know," I told him. He rolled his eyes, but I shook my head at him. "No, really. I mean, how many people in the world know what they actually want? Like with a hundred percent certainty? Hardly anyone, I bet. Definitely not me."

"So what could this place really do for you, then?" William asked. "I agree with you, by the way. Because while I would like a couple million dollars, I wouldn't consider that some kind of hidden desire."

We had gotten pretty deep into the woods at this point. By my internal measurements, sharpened by many years
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