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      “You are going to go, right?”

      I looked to the kitchen counter, where I'd gathered my supplies for the trip. I'd arranged a brand new sleeping bag, a duffel full of clothing, a backpack stuffed with toiletries and other odds and ends there in a neat pile. With one hand on my brow and the other pressing the phone to my ear, I grunted. “I went out and bought the supplies, didn't I?” Picking at the sales tag on the sleeping bag—which I hadn't trimmed away yet in the hopes that I might return it and recoup my investment—I added, “It's only for two nights and he won't shut up about it. My hands are tied.”

      Diana laughed—cackled. “Penny, you're being a real brat. If my boyfriend planned a romantic weekend getaway with me, I'd be hella excited. Especially if I thought he might use it as an excuse to propose! Keep acting like this and you're gonna break Jared's heart.”

      “Easy for you to say. I seem to remember your boyfriend proposed to you at a resort in Cabo. Or am I misremembering? Jared—if he's going to pop the question at all—is going to drag me into the woods for two nights of fishing. I don't even eat fish, Di. It's going to be hell.” I paced into the living room and took a glance out the window. Jared had been gone almost an hour, picking up some last minute gear for our trip, and a careful search up and down the road showed no signs of his return. The sun was bowing out for the day and a weak breeze set the curtains rustling as I dropped onto the sofa. “And say he does propose...”

      “You are going to say yes, aren't you?” Diana was quick to ask. “You and Jared are perfect. You've been together for, what, five years now?”

      “Six.”

      “Right. Don't you think it's time to...” She paused, chuckling, and then resumed with evident amusement. “Settle down? Tie the knot? You're not getting any younger, girl.”

      I groaned like I'd been punched in the stomach. “Gee, thanks. You sound like my damn mother, you know that? 'If you don't marry him soon he's going to find someone younger. Marry and pop out some kids before your ovaries shrivel up, or else start hoarding cats!' I'm twenty-six, Di. Hardly geriatric. And, you know, I think we're both perfectly happy with how things are going right now. We're comfortable. Marriage and... kids... all that domestic stuff... I don't know if we're there yet.”

      I could practically hear Diana rolling her eyes as she sighed into the phone. “Just go and try to have fun. I mean, what would you do otherwise? Sit around in your pajamas binging Netflix? This will be good for you. You might even like it.”

      “There's nothing wrong with watching Netflix all day. They've got all of Friends on there again. That show is a national treasure.”

      “Maybe your mother is right,” countered Diana.

      “What about?”

      “If you get a start now, you could manage a pretty respectable collection of cats.” She laughed to herself. “Call me when you get back, OK? Let me know how it went. And if you do get a ring, I want pictures!”

      “Yeah, will do.”

      The call ended, and where usually I'd have been happy to kvetch with Diana late into the night, the new silence proved far more relaxing than her inquisition had been. Pitching my heels up onto the edge of the ottoman, I turned once again to the window and peered into the dusk for my boyfriend's headlights. No sign of the Jeep.

      It was at this time of night that I usually plucked a pint of Haagen-Dazs from the freezer and pared down the remaining episodes of The Office waiting on my Netflix queue, but as I eyed the TV remote I couldn't bring myself to do it. There were other things on my mind.

      Are you really going to go on this stupid trip?

      Well, sure I was. What choice did I have? If I pulled out at the last minute, I'd be forced to deal with Jared's sulking. What's more, if he really was planning to propose to me on this trip, then I'd run the risk of ruining everything by staying home.

      You do want him to propose, don't you?

      The question just hung there.

      Jared and I had been together for six years—our best years, I supposed—and we liked each other pretty well. He knew what kind of cereal I liked and was pretty good about getting his dirty socks in the hamper. I'd convinced him to ditch the crappy body sprays of his youth and to wear proper cologne during our weekly date nights. I was content to let him go hiking or fishing with his friends now and then, and during my periodic Pride and Prejudice jags, he'd sit patiently beside me on the couch and listen to me wax poetic about how Colin Firth was truly the best Mr. Darcy.

      Marriage was the next logical step, right?

      We'd started dating during our sophomore year at Moorlake University, and from the very start, people in our social circles had remarked on how simpatico we were. When we moved in together after graduation, renting a little one-story ranch-style in Moorlake for six-hundred a month, those same friends made a very big deal about it and even started a betting pool to see how long it would take us to tie the knot.

      Well, years had passed, and now we had the ironic distinction of being the only paring in our circle that remained unmarried. That's right: His friends were all married now, and so were mine. A few of them had started having kids, buying houses, moving far away from our little college town and embarking on very adult-sounding adventures, whereas Jared and I kept haunting the same downtown bars we'd patronized as undergrads.

      In all the years we'd been together, we'd barely spoken about marriage. When the subject had come up, it had always been in reference to someone else's news. “Diana and John are getting married!” or “It looks like someone's having a wedding reception at the botanical garden today—we should put on fancy clothes and sneak in for some free drinks!” On those occasions when we had discussed the possibility of marriage between the two of us—which were exceedingly rare—we'd always just had a laugh, as if to say, “Marriage. Wouldn't that be something?”

      I'd always looked at the matter this way: Marriage was something that would happen naturally when the time came and it finally felt right, or else the two of us weren't suited for it and we'd just live out the rest of our days as loving roommates with benefits.

      Recent developments had brought the subject to the fore of my mind, though.

      I'd heard through the grapevine that Jared had been talking with friends of his about their marriages, about financing wedding rings, and that he'd even asked one of them for advice on finding a good jeweler. Furthermore, Jared wasn't much in the habit of arranging trips for the two of us to go on, and certainly he wouldn't think to drag his homebody of a girlfriend into the wilderness without good reason. His recent chats with friends had me thinking that this trip was a put-on; that he'd lately begun to consider the marriage question and wanted to do something romantic and memorable as a prelude to proposing.

      That was my theory, anyhow. Because of this, I'd decided to put my big-girl pants on and go, despite my reservations.

      Waiting for Jared to get back, I began playing around on my phone, Googled our destination. It was a park in Kentucky—Swan Creek State Park—whose titular creek offered some of the best fishing in the State according to my boyfriend, and which was home to well-maintained hiking trails for novices and expert outdoorsmen alike. The reviews on social media sites for this place were through the roof, but I took the five-star ratings with a grain of salt knowing that they'd been written by people who had an affinity for shitting in the woods.

      I sought out the park's website in the hopes of finding a list of amenities or nearby landmarks I could get hyped about, and found it embarrassingly lo-fi. Every section of the site was haunted by a drab green background, and the contents were rendered in nigh-illegible white and blue text. Before I'd even finished reading a blurb about the park's resident birds I could feel a migraine coming on.

      Buried deep in the website's “History” section was something I found interesting, though. Apparently, the vast park was home to an abandoned mill town called Newsom's Landing, whose last residents had moseyed on in the 1880's. There was a crappy photo of a crumbling building with stone walls for reference, and mention of many such relics scattered throughout the woods, far from the established trails.

      That wasn't the interesting part, however. We had plenty of rundown buildings in Moorlake to gawk at. No, the history of the town and its subsequent abandonment were what caught my eye as I scrolled. Newsom's Landing, it turned out, was the site of a well-documented witch trial in the summer of 1881—that of Ellie Pomeroy—arguably the last such trial ever conducted in the United States.

      “Ellie Pomeroy.”

      It wasn't the last time I'd encounter that name.

      Outside, the Jeep's tires bit into the driveway. Shortly thereafter, Jared's plodding footfalls sounded up the patio steps as he brought in his new haul. Several shopping bags in hand, he fumbled with the door and, when it was finally open, stuck his head through the threshold to peek at me.

      I stood, eyeing the bags. “That looks expensive.”

      He shuffled inside, setting the stuff down on an empty chair. “Hey, it pays to be prepared. I'd hate for us to get out into the field only to realize we forgot something.” Kicking off his sneakers and giving the waistband of his blue basketball shorts a yank, he began unpacking his recent purchases. “I know how you are about worms, but I decided to go ahead and buy some bait ahead of time.” He pulled a white, puck-shaped container from one of the bags and gave it a shake. “Gotta store them in the fridge.”

      I bristled at the very suggestion. “You're putting what in my fridge?”

      “They'll only be there overnight! Just pretend it's a container of cottage cheese or something.”

      “But they are there. And they're going to be, like... writhing near the yogurt!”

      He returned a few moments later, unpacking a plastic tackle box and several sleeves of fishing hooks. “Babe, I know this isn't your sort of thing, but I really think you're going to enjoy it. We can cook over a fire, watch the stars, do some good fishing—maybe even a little swimming!” He grinned and gave me a wink. “And, you know, if all else fails I'm sure we can think of something fun to do in the tent...”

      One might say that I looked unconvinced as I paced the living room and glanced over the assortment of dead-eyed lures on display. “Yeah, I'm sure it'll be great.”

      Jared arched a brow. “Look, I'll take off these scrubby clothes and put on a little flannel. How's that? I'll march you into the woods looking like the Brawny man.” He stroked at his chin, which was coated in dark brown stubble. “The beard's coming along just fine. I'm a regular lumberjack. Hell, before this trip is done I might even catch you a fish with my teeth, like a grizzly bear.”

      “Whoa, there.”

      He approached me, taking my hands in his. “It's only two nights. Two nights. That's it. I promise you're going to have some fun. It's a beautiful park with a great history. Just try to keep an open mind, OK? I know that this is my idea and that you're not into it, but it's important to me.”

      Short of telling him I didn't care, how the hell could I argue with that? “Sure,” I relented. “What's two nights?” Gulping, I thought to add a lie to the mix. “You know, I'm actually kind of looking forward to it. Getting away from... all this.” I motioned about the room.

      I wasn't sure if he believed me. He only smiled.
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      The town of Newsom's Landing, Kentucky was established in 1792 by settlers from Pennsylvania and Virginia. Situated in a dense wilderness near Swan Creek, the pioneers grew up the small town from its initial population of fifty to nearly two-hundred within its first ten years.

      The town came to be known as a major hub in the Kentucky silk trade, and the craftsmen of Newsom's Landing produced handmade fishing twine that was considered by the fly fishermen of the day to be the finest in the Country. Swan Creek, itself a spring-fed tributary of the mighty Kentucky River, is home to dozens of species of fish. Black bears, bobcats and coyotes are known to live in the surrounding woods, though hunting and development throughout the State in the 19th and 20th centuries saw their numbers decline sharply.

      It was in the spring of 1880, after nearly a century of growth and success, that Newsom's Landing was rocked by a series of strange and horrific events. Within four years, the once-promising town would be completely abandoned and given over to the wilderness.

      The nightmare began when Elijah Hudson, a Civil War veteran and local fisherman, set out to the creek on the morning of May 4th, 1880. He was not seen again until the evening of May the 7th, when he returned—haggard, naked and confused—to the town center. Despite his intimate knowledge of the area and his relative closeness to the border of town, he'd wandered lost in the woods for three days, and along the way he'd lost all of his clothing and supplies. When asked where he'd been, how he'd gotten lost in these woods he knew so well, he could only cite a nebulous confusion. He mentioned, too, that he hadn't been alone—that there had been someone with him all that while, in the wilderness, though he could not say who, and to reflect too long on the subject saw him fall into a frightened stupor from which it would take hours for him to emerge.

      One week later on the 14th of May, after killing all of the pigs and sheep on her small farm, a widow by the name of Lucretia Chambers walked into a local chapel and set herself on fire. A Baptist minister and a handful of congregants witnessed the immolation, which had taken place at the tail end of their service. All of the witnesses claimed that Mrs. Chambers, laughing to herself, had taken a seat in one of the pews and set fire to her dress, which she had previously doused in kerosine. Despite the efforts of those gathered, the woman burned to death. Her motive was never learned, though the witnesses all attested to the fact that she had been acting strangely in the days leading up to the incident, and that even while she burned, she'd continued to chuckle, eyes blank, as though she were unaware of the reality of her actions.

      Ten days after the immolation of Lucretia Chambers, in the woods just outside of town, three men were found hanging from nooses made of vines. Seeing as how they were lifelong residents, with families, solid reputations and no known inclinations towards suicide, the deaths were considered suspicious and local authorities launched an investigation. The bodies were recovered and thoroughly examined by the town physician, but no signs of a struggle could be found on any of them, leading the locals to believe that the three, upon entering the woods, had suffered a sudden mental break and chosen to kill themselves.

      It was revealed in the ensuing days that one of the three men had—just prior to the ill-fated hunting trip—been involved in something of a spat with a reclusive townswoman named Ellie Pomeroy. The exact nature of the argument has been lost to time, but a witness acquainted with one of the dead hunters gave some insight into the aftermath. The hunter, Thomas Prynn, had perhaps trespassed on Pomeroy's remote property, and allegedly the resulting confrontation had led him to utter a string of venomous insults. The woman had fielded these insults with an eerie calm, and she had issued a veiled threat, promising Prynn that he would soon get what was coming to him.

      Subsequently, Prynn's body and those of his fellows were found hanging less than a mile from Pomeroy's doorstep.

      Local authorities approached Pomeroy one afternoon in late May with a mind towards asking her what she'd seen. Three lawmen made the walk to her cabin on the 26th, and were met by its resident, which one account described as, “Sallow of face, thin as a corpse. Looked well-aged beyond what we presumed a woman of middle-years ought to.”

      Ellie Pomeroy was known to be a recluse. She had lived on the edge of Newsom's Landing for as long as anyone could remember, though none could guess at her parentage. She was ill-regarded for her strange appearance and secrecy—some speculated that she was a leper, the last of her colony—though the local gossip tended most often to address certain of her behavioral eccentricities.

      Over the course of years, numerous wanderers who'd found themselves in the vicinity of Pomeroy's cabin had reported strange things. Dead animals—especially crows—were often found nearby in numbers considered too great to constitute mere coincidence. Passersby sometimes noted that the glow issuing from her hearth, and the smoke rising from her chimney, were oddly-colored. One account, from a ten-year-old boy who'd struck up the nerve to trespass, detailed Pomeroy's strange nocturnal habit of kneeling before a life-sized figure made of sack cloth and bowing with such force that her skeletal body would shake.

      When pressed about her interaction with Thomas Prynn, the dead hunter, Ellie Pomeroy told the visiting lawmen nothing that they didn't already know. She did, however, share one thing: She expressed delight at hearing of his death.

      This might have been the end of that terrifying season, if not for what happened next.

      Constable Edward Adair, one of the three lawmen who'd spoken to Ellie Pomeroy on the 26th of May, was found at the bottom of an unused well with two broken legs on the 2nd of June by one of his colleagues during a town-wide search. He'd been missing for nearly three days when he was discovered at the bottom of the well in a delirious state. Pulled to the surface and treated promptly, Adair would go on to survive—but not without the amputation of both legs above the knee, due to the heavily-infected open fractures he'd sustained in his fall.

      Constable Adair had much to say when he was finally nursed back to cognizance. He claimed—under oath—that he had been lured to the well by none other than Ellie Pomeroy. Allegedly, the woman had awoken him in the dead of night with a tapping at his window, and at meeting her gaze, he had felt his control over his faculties relaxed. In his pajamas, he had followed Pomeroy out into the field, citing a deep-seated compulsion all the while. Upon arriving at the well, the woman had ordered him to jump, and as though his body were not his own, he had complied.

      It was Adair's view that Ellie Pomeroy was a practitioner of witchcraft—that she possessed what he called “mesmeric abilities” capable of influencing the behavior of otherwise stable individuals. The incident caused an uproar in town, and immediately connections were drawn between these supposed powers and the other mysterious deaths that had lately taken place. Rumors of Pomeroy's eccentricity had always circulated, but in light of these events they found new weight.

      Newsom's Landing found itself at the center of a proper witch hunt in a nation where such trials had been out of fashion for some hundred-and-eighty years.

      The case brought with it a great deal of controversy. Critics were outraged at the superstitious tendencies of the townspeople in what they considered an enlightened age; others wished to avoid a trial altogether and move straight to execution. One periodical of the time polled the locals, publishing that nearly 75 percent of the town's population were in favor of burning anyone found guilty of “mesmerism” or “witchcraft” at the stake.

      After much deliberation, a trial was set for the end of September, 1881. In that time, as was her habit, Ellie Pomeroy stayed out of the public eye. The authorities managed to thwart two attempts on Pomeroy's life in the run-up to the court date, though as the trial drew near, the locals—fearing more mesmeric attacks—grew exceedingly restless.

      On the night of September 14th, 1881, a band of men armed with guns and torches murdered Ellie Pomeroy and burned her cabin to the ground. Before a proper investigation could be launched and those responsible charged for their crimes, the mob hid the body, burying it in an unmarked grave. Though Pomeroy's final resting place remains unknown, it is said that the malefactors buried her body upside-down, as had been done to suspected witches throughout antiquity, and that they'd gone one step further in securing the silence of her spirit by driving four nails through her jawbone.

      In the three years that followed, Newsom's Landing was abandoned by its inhabitants. Many reasons for this exodus are proposed by historians, though none seem especially comprehensive. The planned trial and subsequent murder of Ellie Pomeroy was big news State-wide, and the town was much looked-down-upon by its neighbors for its superstitious citizenry. Even so, those who left Newsom's Landing in outrage must have been relatively few.

      There is vague talk in the histories of those who remained that things went very badly for the town from that point on. Stories of strange, beckoning figures in the woods began to turn up not long after Pomeroy's death. In September of 1882, on the one-year anniversary of her murder, a handful of townspeople disappeared, and still more experienced what they described as “acute confusion”. In September of 1883, still more accounts of such confusion were reported, along with a wave of unexpected and very public suicides.

      By September of 1884, well, there wasn't anyone left in Newsom's Landing to write about what went on.

      In the mid 1950's, the State of Kentucky bought up a big chunk of forest and began planning a State park. Trails were marked, and members of the forest service were brought in to patrol the heavily-wooded spot. In the 80's, with funds in the form of a Federal grant, the Kentucky legislature purchased several hundred more acres of nearby woodland and expanded the park, renaming it Swan Creek State Park and opening a number of new trails to the public. This addition in the 1980's happened to include the ruins of Newsom's Landing, which had hitherto been forgotten by all but a handful of local historians. Off-trail hikers sometimes explore the ruins despite warnings from the park services to avoid them.

      ...At least, that's what I was able to piece together from the info on the Swan Creek State Park website and its list of historical links. And, believe me, I'd had plenty of time to read all about it on the 5-hour drive to the campsite, between restless scans of Pinterest and Twitter, and sarcastic text messages from Diana reminding me to “have a good time ;)”. Meanwhile, Jared had listened to “Roxanne” by The Police about a dozen times, and had sung emphatically along with every repetition of the titular woman's name.

      “Whatcha reading?” asked Jared when he'd tired of the music.

      “Just learning more about the lovely place you're taking me.” I set my phone down and fixed him in a narrow gaze. “You know they got up to some witch-hunting shenanigans there in the 1800's?”

      “Huh,” he said, coasting into the right lane so that an antsy semi-truck could speed by.

      “They were going to put some woman on trial, but she got murdered by townies before the case could go to court.” Folding my hands in my lap, I leaned back in my seat and stared at the dome light over the dash. “And you know what day that happened?”

      He shrugged, fingers tapping the top of the wheel in time with the opening to “Roxanne”.

      I pulled up the calendar on my phone and held it so close to his face that his stubbled cheek glowed blue. “September 14th.” Clearing my throat, I continued. “Know what day today is? September 13th. You know, I can't help feeling that you did this on purpose.”

      He smirked, eyes scanning the signs planted near the highway, which advertised nearby rest stops and restaurants. “Can't say that I did, though that might explain why I was able to request whatever campsite I liked. None of 'em were reserved—I had my pick of the whole park. Come to think of it, I saved a tidy bundle on the campground fees, too. Maybe it's a slow time of year for them because of the witch stuff. Or maybe with kids going back to school the demand just isn't there.” He pointed at a billboard featuring a picture of a hamburger on it that was so zoomed-in I might've counted the sesame seeds on the bun. “Hungry? I think I'm gonna pull off for a cheeseburger.”

      “So, you really didn't know about this witch stuff?” I asked, ignoring his question. I paused, staring down at the phone in my lap and recalling everything I'd read about the fate of Newsom's Landing. “There were, like... disappearances around there, you know? After the 'witch', Ellie Pomeroy, was murdered, people started going missing on the anniversary of her death. It happened every year—it wasn't just an isolated thing. Within a couple of years, people abandoned the town altogether. Doesn't that... bother you?”

      “Nope,” replied Jared nonchalantly. “I'm not interested in witches or any of that dumb crap. That was, like, a hundred years ago or something, nah?”

      I nodded. “The 1880's.”

      “Right. Well, people back then were superstitious as hell. I wouldn't put much stock into their talk of witches. These are the kinds of folk who'd read all kinds of things into the cawing of certain birds, or who would convince themselves a famine was coming due to a misshapen ear of corn.” Another billboard turned up, this one featuring tacos. “Come to think of it, I'm feeling like a little fiesta. You game for tacos, babe? This is your last shot for a good meal before we get to the campsite. Once we're there, we're gonna be eating whatever we packed.”

      “Whatever,” I said.

      Keeping an eye out for the exit ramp, he turned the music down and sighed. “Why haven't we done this before? Gone camping, I mean?”

      It might have something to do with the fact that I hate the outdoors, I thought to say. Instead, I opted for the less bitchy, “Dunno.”

      “I hear the fishing here is killer. At its deepest points, the creek supposedly has some monster fish in it. The weather is set to be good, too, so we can get some hiking done. The park is huge.”

      “Think we'll see any of the ruins?” I asked.

      “Maybe. You want to look for some? I'll bet there's some interesting shit out there in the woods. We can probably go off the trails for a little ways before we end up lost.”

      The thought of taking a long walk in the woods was unappealing enough; the idea of venturing off-trail into myth-tainted woods was sufficient to turn my stomach. “No, that's all right. If we get lost, I'll kill you, and I'd rather not have to do that.”

      He clicked his tongue. “Who do you think you're traveling with? I know my way around a compass. I'm practically Daniel Boone!” He nudged the wheel to the right, starting onto the exit ramp. “All right. Next stop, lunch. Be sure to eat your fill! Oh, and you might wanna use the bathroom, too. You won't be seeing a proper flush toilet again for a few days!”

      I stared straight ahead, a wry smile spreading across my lips. “Gee, you sure know how to get me fired up for this. Please, keep talking it up!”
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      By the time we rolled off the interstate and began through the network of narrow roads leading into progressively more forested scenery, I felt sure we were going to be lost. In the way of landmarks we had only rust-effaced street signs and mile markers to go by, along with the occasional abandoned-looking barn or cabin. A powder-fine layer of mist haunted the windshield, and in the miles since it had begun to accumulate, Jared had been slow to clear it. Several times, when the opacity of the damp glass got to be too much even for him, he'd hit the wipers and assure me that this would all “blow over”.

      I spent the hour before we reached the park staring out into the mist and admiring the greenery. The start of our trip had been mostly barren fields, the occasional stretch of corn. Now there were trees. Lots of them. We were on the border of a dense wood, and I was taken by the autumnal colors on display—subtle golds, coffee browns, the odd tangerine and cherry here and there. Homebody that I was, even I had to admit that the landscape was gorgeous. Usually, this was the type of beauty I was content to soak up via my desktop background, but as we sped down the narrow forest roads I felt something quite unexpected rise up in me: Excitement. Staring out at the trees, I was a girl again, preparing to jump into a pile of freshly-raked leaves in the back yard.

      Jared, with nary a glance at the GPS app on his phone, took each and every turn as though he'd been driving these roads all his life. “We're almost there,” he said, rolling down his window and quaffing the cool, misty air. “Smell that? They don't make air like this where we come from!”

      The smell of rain mixed with the sweet decay of the season filled the Jeep. I braced myself against the cool air, tugging on the sleeves of my sweater. “It's beautiful out here,” I said—and I must have said it as though I were admitting some great fault of mine, because he grinned.

      “You ain't seen nothing yet! Just wait till we actually get to our campsite.” He took his hands off the wheel, holding them far apart for emphasis. “It's a nice, lush spot. Very remote. We'll practically have the whole forest to ourselves. Lots of deer throughout. Maybe some foxes or something, too.”

      “And bears,” I added. “And bobcats. Not to mention witches...”

      “Nah. I've had buddies come out this way. They've never seen a bear before. There are park rangers that come around, too, you know? They tend to do a good job of scaring away the bigger stuff. There aren't even that many of them left in this day and age. It's a shame, really. And as for witches...” He turned to me, arching a brow. “I suppose if she's sexy, we'll make room for her in the tent, yeah?”

      “You're disgusting,” I replied.

      “That's why you love me,” he countered with a laugh. Turning on the wipers, he pointed to something just ahead. “Look, there. We're coming up on the park entrance!”

      A large, wooden sign had been hammered into the earth about a hundred feet ahead. It read SWAN CREEK STATE PARK, and featured an arrow pointing to our left, indicating a sharp turn. A small metal sign had been placed beside it, offering a phone number for the ranger's office, as well as rates for camping and parking to be paid at a kiosk deeper in.

      The well-kept asphalt entry road attested to the spot's remoteness. Jared hung a left and coasted towards the parking lot, which looked roughly the size of a football field. To my surprise, it was completely empty. From every side, the forest encroached upon the lot; stubborn old trees bumped up against the staggered streetlights on the perimeter, and towered above the staff kiosk in a conspiratorial knot.

      Letting up on the gas, Jared coasted into a spot directly across from the little shack and threw the Jeep into park. “It's a real bitch trying to find a parking spot around here, isn't it?” he said with a wink. Positively giddy, he pulled the keys out of the ignition and hopped out of the car, shielding his face from the mist with the back of his arm. “Be right back.” He began jogging towards the kiosk.

      The kiosk was tiny—there was probably only room enough for a single person inside and essentials like a desk or chair were not a guaranteed fit—and it was fronted by a dirty, scuffed-up window like a bank teller's station. Jared leaned towards the glass and tapped it gingerly. After a careful study of the interior, he returned to the Jeep and hopped back into the driver's seat, palming the dampness from his hair. “Eh, there's no one there. Maybe he stepped out to take a shit or something. Let's give him a few minutes.”

      I turned, craning my neck over the back of my seat to survey the wide, empty lot behind us. “Uh... how do you figure? There aren't any other cars here. Do you think they're closed?”

      “No, they aren't closed,” he replied. “I paid the campsite fees ahead of time—reserved our spot for the next two days, specifically. I'm sure of it. I just need to talk to someone to get a sticker for our car. It's a little tag that lets the rangers know we're camping here. That way, they won't tow it.”

      “Well, there was a phone number listed back there for the ranger's office, right? Maybe we should call them instead.”

      Jared mulled it over, then nodded. “Yeah, worth a shot. The number was posted in that little window. Just a sec.” Exiting, he returned to the kiosk, phone in hand, and began punching in the number before retreating back to the Jeep.

      Three rings later and there was a reply. It was quiet enough in the car for me to hear the ranger's voice on the other end.

      “Swan Creek ranger's office, Thompson speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Hi,” began Jared. “Sorry to bug you. My name is Jared Delapore. I, uh, reserved a campsite for the next two days and just arrived. Trouble is, there's no one in the kiosk here.”

      A pause. “You're camping over the next two days?” The ranger had a gruff voice, sounded like an older guy.

      “That's right,” replied Jared. “All paid up and everything. I just wanted to make sure y'all knew I was here. Do you guys do those parking stickers?”

      “We do,” said the ranger, “but you won't need one. Not this weekend. I don't expect anyone else is going to be out there. What kind of car you driving? I'll make sure it stays put.”

      “It's a silver Jeep, Ohio plates.” Jared provided the plate number. “So, we're all good, then?”

      “All good, Mr. Delapore,” replied the ranger. “Unless you'd like to reconsider, of course.”

      “Reconsider what?”

      The ranger spared a curt laugh. “Listen, I don't want this to come off the wrong way, but you've caught us at kind of a strange time. We're under-staffed, probably won't have anyone working the kiosk till Monday, maybe Tuesday. What's more, patrols for the next two days are going to be brief. This time of year is always slow for us, so the State ends up slashing hours. You understand.”

      “Sure, yeah. Why is it so slow this time of year, though?”

      The ranger declined to answer, instead continuing. “You're set to have the woods to yourself these two days, but I've got to warn you that—should you end up in trouble, you're gonna be hard-pressed to find help. I can't recommend you stay out here. If you want, I can issue you a refund, and maybe you can come back next weekend when we've got more staff available. How's that sound?”

      Jared's laugh came off as somewhat callous. “Yeah, that sounds swell, but I'm afraid I can't just come on back next week. This isn't my first camping trip, so I'm not too concerned.”

      “Right.” The ranger was silent for a time. “I trust you'll behave yourself, then. If you make a mess of those woods, it's going to be real easy for us to narrow down the culprit, under the circumstances.”

      “Scout's honor.”

      “All right, then you have a good day.” The ranger slammed the phone down.

      “The hell is his problem?” Jared stuffed his phone back into his pocket and stewed for a few moments.

      “Sounds like a friendly guy,” I offered.

      “He suggested we come back in a week—like I can just drop what I'm doing and reschedule this trip. Hell, if letting people camp this weekend is such a liability, they should just shut the park down for a couple of days.”

      “I'm sure we'll be fine,” I said rather unconvincingly.

      Jared turned to me, his features softening into a smile. “Yeah, we'll have a good time.” He leaned in and planted a kiss on my lips, adding, “Just don't go setting any forest fires, Penny. If you do, that asshole's never going to let me hear the end of it.”

      “No guarantees,” I said from behind a grin.
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      I'd expected to do some hiking on this trip. What I hadn't anticipated was that we'd have to hike deep into the woods just to set up camp. Standing outside the Jeep, Jared and I loaded ourselves up with gear until we both carried a good thirty or forty pounds of crap on our backs. From there, we left the parking lot behind us, starting onto a rugged footpath that would lead us into the woods and—supposedly—to our campsite.

      Stepping into the overgrown woods brought relief from the mist, but introduced a new variable that I found most unwelcome.

      Darkness.

      It was funny, in a way, that I'd spent the drive in admiring the woods. Now that I was navigating them, I found the earlier beauty gone, replaced by an almost dizzying anxiety. Most of the trees had yet to shed their leaves, resulting in a dense and overgrown canopy that bred shadow. What little light existed was that cold, grey kind we'd left behind in the parking lot—hardly a comfort. Still, the deeper in we went, the more I missed that dumb, empty lot; I even came to miss the Jeep and the leg soreness I'd cultivated on the five-hour drive.

      Like a regular wild man, Jared hummed and whistled as he trekked up the path ahead of me. He didn't have any map to go by—“Don't need one!”—and led me around as though the exact coordinates of our destination had been written into his DNA. Every quarter mile or so, we'd come across a break in the trees—a clearing of sorts—marked with a wooden stake. Each stake was emblazoned with a letter, indicating the campsite. We passed campsites A through F in about forty minutes' time.

      Out of breath and courting a bit of soreness in my back, I rested against a tree and asked, “Which campsite is ours again?”

      “We're at site M,” he replied.

      Annoyance at this news gave me the energy I needed to press on. “Couldn't you have picked something a little closer to the car? It's not like A was taken!”

      “Just wait till you see it,” he replied. “The edge of the campsite brings us real close to the creek. It's a view to tell your grandkids about!”

      I'd been prepared to argue some more, but that last comment of his had taken me off guard, reminding me of my whole reason for coming along on this stupid trip. “Grandkids, huh? You plan to have a lot of those?”

      He answered without missing a beat. “Sure do. Just gotta find the right woman first.” He turned just long enough to waggle his eyebrows at me. “Dunno if you fit the bill, sweetheart. You're a fun gal and all, but you're not exactly matronly...”

      I snorted. “Oh, yeah? And I suppose you're a model patriarch?”

      Spreading out his arms and motioning to the woods around us, he took a deep breath. “Open spaces like this really make a man think. It doesn't get any better than this, really. Marching through the woods, living off the land—this is what human beings were put on this Earth to do! I can't think of anything more exciting than to share this with someone. That's why I wanted to bring you out here, babe. I want you to experience this openness, this beauty. And, if it's in the cards, someday I'd love to bring a little tyke out here, for sure.”

      I noticed a certain wistfulness in his voice, and so didn't interrupt him.

      He kept on walking, hands in his pockets and his eyes scanning the treetops vacantly. His mind was elsewhere—probably far into some imagined future. “You know, growing up, I always imagined my life would be different as an adult. I pictured myself working some kind of office job. Married, a couple of kids by now. A family I could go on vacations with, enjoy the holidays with, you know? It's not that I have anything to complain about. I'm happy about what I've got—what we've got—but the closer I get to thirty, the more I think about the future—the future I imagined as a kid. The clock's ticking, isn't it? Makes me feel like I have to do something about it, else it'll slip away forever. And coming out here really puts it all into perspective for me.”

      Jared wasn't usually this introspective; in all our years together, I'd never heard him talk about things like marriage and family with such frankness. Stranger still was that I kind of liked it. His talk of some idyllic future full of family vacations held unexpected appeal. My face felt hot, and I lowered my gaze to keep from meeting his as we walked along. “You don't say.”

      Silence grew up between us while we took turns imagining what such a future might look like. It remained unbroken until, some minutes later, Jared stopped and pointed at something in the distance. “Hey, there it is! See it?”

      I paused beside him, staring ahead into the woods and spotting a clearing some few hundred yards off. From the same direction came what sounded to me like the churn of a lazy stream. “Is that it? Site M?”

      “Yep,” he announced. Adjusting his pack, he nodded at the clearing and took a few steps off the trail. “I'll race ya!” he offered, eyes twinkling like a ten year old's.

      “What, through the woods?” I asked. “No, the path is—”

      Jared sprang into the bush before I could even finish. “Last one there has to set up the tent!”

      I tried in vain to grab the back of his pack as he dashed into the woods. “No! Hold on!” I stepped off the dirt trail and stomped on a few weeds, trying to wave him back. “Don't do this! Let's stay on the trail!”

      I heard him laugh as he bounded over fallen tree trunks, making a beeline for the clearing.

      “Damn it,” I muttered, staring down at the forest floor beneath my feet. There was no telling what kinds of plants I was standing on—were they weeds, or something more insidious like poison oak? What about snakes or spiders in the underbrush? Gripping the shoulder straps of my pack, I took another step into woods, my teeth on edge. “Jared, you asshole...”

      The further he got from the trail, the less I saw of him. He popped into view intermittently as he bobbed around tree trunks and other obstacles, but if I didn't pick up the pace it was likely he'd disappear altogether. The supposed clearing where we were set to make camp was barely in view from where I stood—a mere sliver of grey, open space visible between the trunks of close-growing trees.

      I took another step, holding my breath, and then set off with my head down. Twigs and underbrush crunched beneath my boots as I trudged. The warm feelings he'd nurtured up to that point dissipated forthwith as I ate his dust. Real cute, Jared, pulling this shit. Sweet-talking me one minute and then running off like a gazelle. I'll bet he thinks he's getting lucky tonight. Fat chance of that.

      Birds chittered in the canopy, their voices rising over the gurgling of the creek. Pausing in my advance, I tried to make out Jared's form up ahead, but he'd slipped fully from view now. Probably, he'd already made it to the campsite and was laughing his ass off. The thought incensed me, and I had half a mind to linger in the woods awhile longer—to worry his dumb ass—but the longer I spent amidst the trees, the more nervous I became. I thought about turning back and resuming my walk on the trail; if I kept to the footpath long enough, I'd eventually come across Site M, wouldn't I?

      I turned, weighing the idea of making a return to the path, but the forest shut me down immediately.

      The trail wasn't there anymore.

      Surely it was somewhere back there, but I couldn't see it. Not anymore. I'd put too many trees behind me to see the trail clearly now, and the longer I searched and squinted after it, the more my heart began to thump, the more disoriented I became.

      I back-tracked, tried to retrace my steps, but then thought better of it and continued my march to the clearing—or what I assumed was the clearing. Just pick one direction and stick to it. Otherwise you're going to get lost...

      Panic welled up in me, parked in my throat.

      In my hesitance, I'd already managed to adjust my course half a dozen times. I'd done too much fidgeting to be sure I was headed in the same direction as previously. Now, everywhere I looked there were only trees to be found. No Jared. No clearing. No path. Trees and the mocking voices of birds were the only constants.

      “Jared?” I called out, but the wavering in my voice drained it of volume. My jaw tightened—one part in panic, the other in anger. Picking nervously at the sleeves of my sweater, I slowly scanned my surroundings and tried to gain my bearings. Just calm down. Breathe. The campsite wasn't even that far. There's no way you're lost. You can't have possibly wandered far enough to get lost... right?

      The sky was mostly blotted out by leaves.

      Tree trunks here.

      Tree trunks there.

      Which way? Which way?

      I squeezed my eyes shut, damn near hyperventilating, and that was when I heard it.

      The birds shut up just long enough to let the sound of the creek come through.

      Follow the sound of the creek, I thought. Our campsite was near the creek, according to Jared—the louder it got, the closer I'd get to our spot, I figured.

      After some false starts, I managed to suss out a slight increase in the creek's volume. A few steps more and I was hearing the water with still more clarity. Pushing through the woods, I settled on a single direction and stumbled towards what now looked like a break in the trees. Starting into a jog, the pack on my back threatening to topple me with every weighty bounce, I spied something sticking out of the ground that wasn't a tree trunk or weed.

      A wooden marker with a yellow letter “M” painted on it.

      Gasping, I burst out of the woods and dropped onto the ground beside the marker, hands clasping around it as though it were my savior.

      From up ahead, I heard a snicker. “Babe, what's the matter? What took you so long?” Jared had begun unpacking things and was actively screwing together the poles to the tent.

      Dropping my pack onto the ground and doing my best to keep my voice from breaking, I raced towards him, fists balled. “Don't you ever do that again. Don't you ever leave me in the woods again, got it?” The amusement drained from his face almost immediately, but even so the urge to kick him in the shins waxed overwhelming. “I don't do this off-trail shit, OK? I'm not comfortable out here, and I don't appreciate you leaving me behind like that. Maybe you think it's funny, but—”

      “Babe, I'm sorry!” he pleaded, setting down the tent poles. He placed his hands on my shoulders—a gesture I promptly shook off. “I was just having fun! I didn't mean to scare you. I figured we were close enough to the camp that you wouldn't get lost. Honest, if I'd known it was gonna upset you, I wouldn't have done it.”

      I jabbed a finger into his pec and glared up at him. “Promise me you won't do that again,” I insisted.

      “Babe, I—”

      “Promise, you asshole!”

      “I promise, OK? I won't do it again!” He took me by the waist and drew me close. “From here on out, we're attached at the hip. How's that sound?”

      I pushed away from him, both in frustration and because I didn't want for him to feel the lingering shivers that still coursed through me, but his grip on my waist proved too tight. Finally, he let me go and I nodded, combing a hand through my hair. Singling out a large, dry-looking stone on the ground, I sat down upon it and crossed my legs. “All right, well, as you were.”

      Jared picked up the tent poles and continued his work. “Aw, come on. You aren't going to help me set this thing up?”

      “Not on your life, Paul Bunyan.” I sighed, cradling my knees. “If you're lucky, I might let you sleep in it, though.”
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      The mist kept falling, but that didn't stop Jared from getting the camp squared away. He buzzed around the site like a bee, gathering wood for a fire and unpacking various of the supplies. Fishing gear was inspected and stacked beneath a rickety picnic table, and the sleeping bags and clothing were set inside the tent. After that, he tried his hand at starting a fire. Dampness clung to every bit of tinder he'd selected so that he only managed to light a blaze after dousing the gathered wood in lighter fluid, but when he finally got the the mound of twigs burning he stood back and thumped his chest with pride.

      “It doesn't count,” I chided from the picnic table. “Weren't you supposed to rub sticks together?”

      The fire pit was circular, its boundaries marked by flat, white stones, and as the fire finally took, they glowed eerily against the feeble daylight. Fitting a small cast iron grill atop the pit, Jared went digging around in one of the coolers for food. “You hungry? I was thinking about cooking up some hotdogs.”

      I clicked my tongue. “You're feeding me hotdogs? And here I was expecting filet mignon. You know what hotdogs are made of, don't you?”

      He waved a pack of wieners in my face and ripped it open with his teeth. “Only the finest cuts, of course. Lips and assholes.” Emptying the contents onto the hot grate, he used a small stick to better arrange them and then motioned to the tent. “Why don't you check out the tent? The food will be ready in a few minutes.”

      Tired of the mist and cold, I took him up on the offer and crawled on hands and knees into the thing. I was annoyed at the way my moist palms stuck to the plasticky material, and I clopped towards the center of the tent awkwardly. Finally, I sat down and had a look around—not that it took very long. It was a fair bit smaller than it had looked from the exterior; we'd practically have to sleep on top of one another. It occurred to me that Jared might have planned it that way.

      In all my years, I'd never once had occasion to sleep on the ground, and I could see now that I'd avoided doing so for good reason. Jared had sought out the flattest, driest patch in the lot for our tent, but ultimately there's nothing you can do to make bare earth comfortable to sleep on—especially when you're as coddled as I am. I stretched out atop my sleeping bag and stared up at the blue plastic ceiling of the tent. Grey light filtered in from the edges where the material had been pulled taut, and the cool breeze found its way in through the breathable mesh adorning the entry point.

      “So, this is outdoor living?” I muttered. “I don't see what all the fuss is about.”

      Outside, the sounds of Jared humming to himself, of hotdogs sizzling and tinder popping, joined together into something quaint and unfamiliar. There were no ringing phones or murmuring TV's out here—no traffic sounds, even. You could hear the birds clearly, and the creek's gurgling kept on like a sink basin that would never fully drain. Closing my eyes for a minute, I felt like I was in the middle of a National Geographic documentary.

      Another sound entered the mix—the snapping of a twig.

      I opened my eyes and stared once again at the tent ceiling. It was a blue, glowing canvas, semi-transparent with the dim daylight coming through, and on it was a dark stain I hadn't noticed during my last perusal. It was a shadow, human-shaped. The shadow of someone standing over the tent.

      The hotdogs were still sizzling and Jared was humming a few bars of “Roxanne” as I tensed and stared up at the humanoid blotch marring the top of the tent. The longer I looked at it, the more certain I became that it wasn't a trick of the light. It was no tree or other natural fixture, though the shadow remained stock still as though intending to play the part. The sight disoriented me; I felt like an infant in her crib, staring up at a kidnapper plotting to make off with her under cover of darkness.

      Gripping the puffy sleeves of my sweater, the fibers cold and damp, I sat up slowly, eyes never leaving the shadow, and then reached for the tent entrance.

      Is it Jared? What's he trying to do? Why's he just standing there?

      I poked my head out of the entrance in time to catch Jared dropping to the grass on his knees. Cursing under his breath, he rummaged through the dewy blades and fished out a fallen hotdog. Brushing it off, he paused and then took a covert bite before noticing my gaze on him and backpedaling sheepishly. “Uh, I should've brought a pair of tongs or something. Accidentally knocked one of these wieners right off the grill.”

      If it isn't Jared standing there, then who—

      I felt a weight pressing down on me, as though the gravity in the tent had just doubled. My heart jumped up into my throat and I sprang from the tent in the next instant. Clawing through the misty grass towards the grill, I didn't stop moving until I'd arrived at Jared's side. I pressed myself against him, knocking the half-eaten hotdog from his grip, and stared at the tent. “There's... there's someone...”

      Jared frowned, plucking the stub of meat from the grass and wiping the mud from it. Finally, he cast it aside. “What now?”

      I took hold of his shoulders and pulled myself to a standing position, the knees of my jeans soaked through with rain. I stared across the top of the tent, wide-eyed, but stopped short of saying anything.

      There was no one there.

      Jared stood, craning his neck to look over the tent, and then turned to me with a shrug. “What's goin' on?”

      Stepping past the grill, the picnic table, I approached the tent and leaned this way and that, till I'd seen it from every side. There was no one lurking beside it, and repeated checks of the nearby scenery yielded no natural culprit for the shadow. Putting off more of Jared's questioning—which was becoming tinged with concern—I crept back into the tent and had a look at the ceiling.

      A glowing blue canvas. No shadows to be seen.

      “Is it possible,” I began as I reversed out of the tent and wandered to the picnic bench, arms crossed, “that there's someone else here with us?”

      Jared blinked a few times, like he didn't understand the question. “Uh... here as in... the park?”

      “No...” I motioned at our immediate surroundings, unable to articulate what I meant.

      “The campsite?”

      “Yeah.”

      Jared took a deep breath. “I don't think so, no.” He paused to glance around the site, studied the treeline that surrounded the clearing. “I've been standing here the whole time, grilling,” he added. “If there had been someone here other than the two of us, I think I would have seen them.”

      I couldn't help rolling my eyes at him. “Oh, yeah, no way they could have escaped your watchful eye while you're squatting there, eating off the ground!”

      He returned to the grill with a furrowed brow and batted a few links around the grate. “Oh, come on. There's nothing wrong with eating off the ground. Haven't you heard of the five-second rule? I don't want to be wasting food out here—”

      “When I was in the tent, I saw someone—someone's shadow. They were standing next to it,” I interrupted. “I saw them.”

      Sighing, Jared took another hurried look around the campsite and then threw his shoulders. “Well, what do you want me to do about it? There's no one here except the two of us, OK? You must have been mistaken.” Clearing his throat, he shouted into the wilderness. “Hey, if you're lurking out there waiting for a hotdog, then go ahead and keep walking! We aren't sharing, so git! Penny here eats like a horse—there won't be enough to go around!”

      “Fuck off,” I mumbled, walking another circuit around the tent. “I swear I saw something!”

      “You probably did,” he offered, taking a bite from one of the freshly grilled hotdogs and burning his tongue in the process. “We're surrounded by trees and whatnot. Maybe you're tired. It was a long trip out here, after all.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded when I'd worn a narrow path around our campsite and discovered no sign of any strangers.

      Jared brought out a bag of hotdog buns and a six-pack of Labatt's from the cooler. “Have something to eat. The rain is going to quit any second now. When we're all fueled up we'll have some fun!” He tossed me a can of beer and dropped the hotdogs—somewhat charred—onto a paper plate.

      I eyed the beer suspiciously before cracking it open and taking a sip. “Are we even allowed to have alcohol here?”

      Jared pressed a greasy finger to his lips and smiled mischievously. “As long as you don't go ratting me out, I think we can do just about anything we want in these woods.”

      “Yeah, well, save me a few more of those, then,” I said, motioning to the beers. “I'm going to need them to deal with your ass these next two days.”

      We sat down at the table and ate our hotdogs. It'd been hours since our pitstop for lunch, and to my surprise I'd built up quite an appetite since. We managed to eat every last scrap of food between the two of us, and except for the persistent flies that circled our table, I found I enjoyed myself. When it comes to meals, I've never been much for picnics, but as we sat there munching, Jared regaling me with stories of previous camping trips, I began to see what he liked about this “outdoors” business.

      There was just one problem I had with the whole thing, aside from the flies.

      While we ate, I found myself repeatedly glancing over my shoulder and monitoring the woods. Each time I did it, I expected to find someone standing there, peeking at me from around a tree or waiting by the tent.

      The forest was immense and dark. On the one hand, all the trees made me feel isolated and secure, but on the other I couldn't help singling out all of the excellent hiding spaces where something might be lurking just out of view. I told myself I'd get used to it in time—that by the end of the trip, I'd feel at home in the great outdoors, and Jared assured me as well.

      At first, anyway, I really believed it.
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      “Go on, take it.”

      I refused.

      Jared dangled the worm between two fingers. It wriggled lazily, as if it had just come out of a deep sleep. “Just grab it!”

      “I'd rather not.”

      “We're burning daylight, babe!” He pointed upward with his slime-slick fingers. “Got an hour before sunset, tops.”

      Exasperated, I held out my palm and allowed him to drop the nightcrawler into my hand. It met my skin with an awkward plop, and its body—somewhat rough and low on mucous—began immediately to expand. I shuddered a little at the feel of it, but what bothered me most was what Jared wanted me to do to the thing.

      “OK, now bait the hook.” After our meal, he'd packed up one of the fishing rods and marched me down to the edge of the creek for an impromptu fishing lesson. When he'd finished teaching me how to use the rod and reel however, we'd reached an impasse. “It's not that gross, honest.”

      “It's cruel,” was my reply. “I'm just supposed to skewer this poor thing?”

      “Several times,” he clarified. “Gotta make sure he stays put on the hook, after all.”

      I stared down at the writhing creature on my palm and then handed it back to him. “I'll bait the hook next time, for sure,” I said.

      With a sigh, he took the worm between his fingers and began loading it onto the hook. He was done within seconds and he held the finished product before my eyes with a dramatic flourish befitting a stage magician. “Voila!”

      The worm twitched in its death throes, and the sight of it made me queasy. “Awesome. Now what?”

      “Watch closely,” he said, standing up and moving a few feet away from me. “This is how you make a proper cast.” Rearing back, he flicked his wrist and set the baited line speeding into the clear water of the creek, where it sank with a little splash. Reeling in just a bit, he stared at the end of the rod. “Now, we wait.”

      I wasn't sure what I'd expected when I'd heard the word “creek”. Swan Creek wasn't exactly a raging river, but it wasn't a dinky stream, either. In some spots it was narrow enough that you might leap from one bank to the other with a running jump, while other sections further on—which Jared was keen to explore in the morning—appeared much wider. Depending on the topography, the creek's depth varied quite a lot, too. If I'd jumped into the water at our current fishing spot, I probably would have ended up waist-deep. The reading I'd done earlier had alluded to deeper sections, though—especially the closer one got to the Kentucky River, which the creek fed.

      Standing on the edge of the bank, I stared down at the clear water, watching as it rippled gently by. The pale sky—dim and only growing dimmer—left the water a hazy bluish grey. A cool, rain-scented breeze kicked off a fluttering in the trees, and a handful of golden leaves fluttered down from up above, coming to rest on the water. Arms crossed, I took a deep breath of the cool air and turned to Jared. “It's really pretty out here, even with the rain,” I conceded.

      Jared had the fishing rod in one hand, but his eyes were elsewhere. He seemed to be staring across the creek, into the woods, and when I'd spoken up, he'd startled, almost as if I'd interrupted him. He'd had his free hand raised, as if in a wave, and an uncertain smile on his face. “W-What's that, babe?”

      I stepped towards him, trying to align my gaze with his. There were a number of large stones sticking out of the bank opposite, and beyond them what looked like miles of untamed growth. “I was just saying how pretty it is out here,” I repeated. “Who are you waving at?”

      Again, he startled. His broad shoulders tensed at the question, then suddenly relaxed, and I noticed his facial expression had done the same—a momentary wince. “Uh...” Holding the rod limply, he wiped at his brow and, staring on, gave a slow shake of the head. “There was someone over there.” He had to clear his throat to get the words out, and even then they came out a bit muddled.

      “Someone was standing over there?” I asked, reexamining the opposite bank with renewed interest. “Who was it? One of the rangers? Or... someone from another campsite?”

      Jared's brow was furrowed, his face a little red. “Erm... I dunno.” He laughed sheepishly. “It was a woman, I think. She was standing there, just waving at me.”

      “A woman?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      I narrowed my gaze and took a good, hard look at the woods, but couldn't make out anything like a woman standing amidst the trees. “Are you drunk?” I asked. “I don't see anyone. Where was she?”

      He blinked a few times then looked down into the water with a shrug. “I—I dunno,” he said, laughing nervously. “Maybe I'm losing it. She was there just a second ago.” He pointed across the creek, singling out a particularly large stone peeking out of the bank. “She was standing right about there—near that big rock. Waving.”

      I had another look, then slapped him in the arm. “Are you serious, or are you just messing with me?”

      He shied away, reeling in the line a few clicks. “I'm not lying, Penny. I... well, I thought I saw someone.” He sighed. “Forget it.”

      “What did she look like?” I asked.

      His brow grew wrinkled again and he made a noise like he was trying really hard to summon up the details, but after several moments he opted instead to reel in the line and rear back for another cast. “I didn't get a good look, I guess,” he said under his breath. “Sorry. Can we drop it?”

      “What's the matter?” I asked. I was more unnerved by the way he was acting than I was by the idea of some woman walking around near the creek—though I should note this latter notion was more than a little strange to me. The park was huge, and it stood to reason that we weren't the only people in it. And yet, there'd been no other cars in the parking lot, and the ranger on the phone had made it sound like this area was set to be a complete ghost town for the next few days.

      Ghost town. Something about that term stood out in my mind, and before I knew it the back of my neck was tingling against another gust of the cool autumn wind. There's a ghost town somewhere out here, I recalled. Newsom's Landing. I glanced around while Jared busied himself with yet another cast, wondering where the old ruins might be located. The more I thought about the abandoned town however, the more I was reminded of its most infamous personality. Ellie Pomeroy.

      It was my turn to loose a nervous snicker. I sidled up to Jared and socked him in the arm while he watched his line in the water. “You saw a woman, huh? You're such a dick, you know that? I'll bet it was Ellie Pomeroy—that's what you're going for, yeah?” I laughed again—a haughty laugh that bounced eerily off the water, and which died off slowly in the open space that surrounded us. “Nice try.”

      Jared smiled tightly, but it was clear something was bothering him. He shook his head and reeled in a final time. Tugging the worm off the hook—still thrashing, mind you—he tossed it into the water and nodded back in the direction of camp. “Guess the fish aren't biting tonight, huh? We'll come back in the morning and do some proper fishing then. Sound good? I'm pretty bushed. Let's head back to camp and relax. Sun will be setting pretty soon.”

      “Uh, sure...” I fell into step behind him, but we hadn't gone more than a couple of paces before I had to tug on his sleeve. “Jared, where are you going?” I asked.

      He stood bolt upright and whirled around to face me. “W-What?”

      He'd started in the wrong direction. The campsite was off to our right. Jared had, seemingly without thinking, started deeper into the woods instead. “Camp is this way, remember?” I singled out the sparse footpath we'd taken to get to the creek in the first place.

      Like a lightbulb had come on behind his eyes, he flashed a big grin and nodded. “Oh, yeah, I guess you're right.” He rubbed at the back of his head with evident embarrassment. “Got a little turned around for a second there.” Almost immediately, he barreled to the right, marching in silence all the way to the camp. Even as we returned to the picnic table, the tent, the struggling fire, he remained somewhat stoic. He tucked the fishing rod beneath the table and immediately set about feeding the fire.

      It wasn't like him to act this way, and I knew there must have been something bubbling underneath the surface that had him feeling mixed up. Maybe—I hoped—it had to do with a theoretical proposal. Such a thing was likely to make him nervous, right?

      Another possibility occurred to me, though—one that I tried hard to force from my thoughts.

      What if he really did see someone by the creek?
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      I ignored it as long as I could, but nature wasn't merely calling—it was pounding on my bladder like a debt collector.

      Jared and I had gone to bed a few hours previously, and where he'd managed to drift off almost immediately, I'd only tossed and turned in my sleeping bag. I couldn't see how anyone could possibly relax enough to sleep in such a thing, but judging by his steady breathing this was my boyfriend's natural habitat.

      There was very little moonlight—just enough to set the top of the tent glowing and make me feel like I was lying in a plastic bag. Without fail, in those rare moments where sleep would draw tantalizingly close, unfamiliar noises would break the silence and refresh my wakefulness. The birds sounded different at night, somehow unkind. Leaves crinkled in the trees with every nudge of the wind, and sometimes, prompting a special kind of paranoia in my city-loving soul, I'd hear something akin to the snapping of twigs underfoot.

      And now, this.

      I hated the tent, but I didn't want to leave it. Can't you just hold out till morning, damn you? I shifted in my sleeping bag, sensing the pressure building in my abdomen with a wince. My bladder had become a shaken can of soda. One wrong move, and...

      “Ugh.” I wormed my way out of the sleeping bag and shook Jared awake. “I've gotta pee.”

      He jerked mid-snore and turned towards me groggily. “Uh-huh.”

      “The bathrooms are down the footpath, right? Away from the creek?”

      “Uh-huh,” he replied, likely not aware of what he was saying.

      I jostled him again, slipping on my boots. “Come with me, will you?”

      Before he could form a proper response, his head lolled back and he loosed a loud snore.

      “Wake up, you lazy ass,” I said, tugging on the edge of his sleeping bag. “Come with me!”

      “W-what?” he muttered.

      I crouched, edging towards the tent entrance. Pulling the cover away, I looked through the little mesh window in it and tried to take stock of the campsite. “I won't take too long. Just come with me. I don't want to get lost.”

      His deep breathing told me he hadn't heard a word; he was already back to sleep.

      Jared and I had taken a brief tour of the facilities not long after we'd gotten our camp set up, and while I knew them to be somewhat close by, I didn't entirely trust myself to get there in the dead of night. “Jared...” I whined. Finally, when he didn't awaken, I unzipped the tent and crawled out. I couldn't wait any longer. “What good are you, anyway?”

      I met the cold head-on, and it left me shuddering from the moment I first stepped out. The tent hadn't exactly been cozy, but with the entrance zipped and a sleeping bag around me I'd been able to ignore the autumn chill up to that point. Sniffing at the cold air and blinking till my eyes could make some use of the sparse moonlight, I glanced around the circular clearing and tried locating the footpath that would lead me to the bathrooms.

      It wasn't cold enough for frost, but the ocean of damp grass before me seemed stiff and icicle-like as I paced around the tent. The fire had given up the ghost, which left only a watery and ineffectual moonlight to see by. There were no artificial lights in sight. Jared had claimed that the trails were fitted with them to help campers find their way to the bathroom on occasions just like this one, but as I scanned the trees I found the space between them home only to darkness.

      I paused, considering a quick squat in the woods and a hasty return to the tent, but pride got the better of me. I was no savage, and a cold, dirty toilet was better than peeing in the bush, I figured. After some wandering—and cursing—I actually managed to find the footpath and I started down it.

      Arms crossed tightly to keep the cold from sinking its claws into my core, I walked down the path at as quick a clip as I could manage. My feet were tired and clumsy, though, weighed down by hiking boots I hadn't yet broken in, which made my advance down the tree-lined path unsteady. Now and then I'd veer too far to one side, into the tall grass, and I'd panic till I managed to relocate the dirt walkway in the low light. Keeping to the footpath was the only security I had. Its borders felt safe; so long as I kept to it, maybe nothing from the surrounding wilderness could get at me. Stay on the path. That's all that matters. Stay on the path and the things in the woods will leave you alone. I supposed that this was a more grown-up version of, Keep your arms and legs tucked under the covers; that way the monster under the bed won't be able to get you!

      It seemed unlikely to me that any living thing could find comfort in this chill, damp landscape, but as I walked the dim trail my thoughts were fixed on anything but living subjects, and much against my will I began to entertain the possibility that other things—malefic things, maybe—kept hours and settings such as these. In particular, the myth-haunted name of Ellie Pomeroy, the notorious witch of Newsom's Landing, burst from the depths of my mind as I wandered, littering my shadowed periphery with vague shapes I took for leaning specters or beckoning crones.

      Stay on the path and look straight ahead. There's nothing out there but a bunch of lumber, I told myself, though the reassurances did little to prop up my courage. I cursed Jared for not accompanying me, but did it under my breath, lest I gain the notice of something lurking nearby. Moments later, out of nervous reflex, I panned to the left, then the right, scanning the bleak forest and finding nothing. See? Just trees.

      But I knew that wasn't entirely true. Come to think of it, there were many things buried in this sea of trees. People had lived out here, once—quite a lot of them—and if you ventured far enough, there was still evidence of them. Thoughts of crumbling buildings transitioned naturally to imaginings of the people who'd once filled them.

      People like Ellie Pomeroy.

      I shuddered so violently that my knees knocked together and I nearly tripped.

      The walk seemed to last forever, but finally I came to a sickly yellow streetlamp signaling the way to the public restroom. I was able to make out the borders of the concrete edifice from the footpath, and when I was sure of my destination, I rushed towards it like my life depended on it.

      The bathrooms at this campground were depressingly austere. Tall concrete walls enclosed a number of toilets and open showers, which were themselves divided by smaller walls. The floors were also rough concrete, and the fixtures were all operated by pull chains. The water was cold and hard, and though I hadn't showered in it yet, I expected it would leave me smelling like rotten eggs. Lacking a roof and any doors, the local fauna ostensibly wandered the facilities at their leisure, making it likely that a squirrel or raccoon would join you during a routine scrub-down. In the gross, yellow light, the place curried about as much favor with me as a firing squad.

      But I didn't care. I'd reached the bursting point.

      Jogging through the ragged grass, I entered the bathroom complex, pausing only long enough to recall which way the toilets were. They were arranged in a row to the right side, and I hastily seized upon the first one I found. I didn't even care if the seat was dirty, if all of creation had sat on it.

      For the next several moments I knew only relief.

      It was when I'd finished using the facilities that my mind began to wander back to that foreboding stuff I'd hoped to leave behind in the field. I straightened out my clothing and pulled the chain on the toilet to flush it. The sound of the waste water gurgling down the ancient drain was raucous and unpleasant—the sound of a drowned man choking—and the yellow light drifting in from above highlighted everything in a nauseous neon hue.

      Well, nearly everything. The walls did a fine job of keeping the glow out of certain corners; depending on their placement, entire swaths of the place were cut off from light, resulting in rich pools of shadow where anything—or anyone—could freely lurk.

      Recalling the lonesome journey to the campsite, I comforted myself with the knowledge that, at the moment, Jared and I were likely the only campers in the entire park. There's no one else here, remember?

      Fat drops of water dripped from the back of the latrine as the thing finished flushing, and in the quiet they sounded like bombs going off. Pushing out thoughts of lurking figures, I started from the bank of toilets, eager to return to the tent. My shadow grew out in front of me as I wheeled around the corner, hands buried in my pockets, and the sight of it springing against the walls gave me a fright.

      That, and something else. I heard something that gave me pause.

      I'd very nearly reached the exit when I heard a sound from the opposite section, where the showers were. It'd been brief, over and done with in the space of an instant, but even in that short time my mind had been able to do a lot with it.

      Thwap.

      I stopped in the entryway, a tingling feeling nipping at my neck. It had been a wet noise; the sound, perhaps, of a bare foot striking wet concrete. I cast a nervous glance into the shadowed bank of showers, but as far as the light could show there was nothing to see.

      Now you're just being an idiot. No one is out here showering in the middle of the night. You must be—

      I would have been content to blame it on a curious raccoon if I hadn't heard it again, but I did—and this time it sounded clearer. Closer, too. Thwap. The damp pad of an unseen foot had just met the concrete, and I knew its maker was right around the corner. In the shadow.

      My mouth went dry.

      Thwap.

      I drew in a steadying breath and sidled up to the wall, preparing to run. “Is... is someone there?” I chanced, and the sound of my own voice wandering through the quiet shower area made my chest tighten. That quiet had seemed sacred to me somehow; a veil one oughtn't pierce—surely not with speech. But now I'd called out. The lines between me and this unseen occupant were open.

      Thwap.

      Something had come out of the darkness, was only just visible now. Cowering at the entrance, I could make out a new shadow splashed across the floor, and following it to its root, I discovered the barest edge of a pale, white leg.

      Relief—and embarrassment—hit me. See? It's just someone showering. They're going to think you're some kind of peeping Tom. “S-Sorry,” I managed.

      Thwap.

      The person in the shower section didn't reply, but took another step forward. I shouldn't have glanced, knew it was rude to, but I looked over all the same before exiting the building, and I was unnerved by what I saw. Or, rather, by what I didn't see.

      The figure had stepped to the right, causing their shadow to shrivel by a few degrees. From this angle, the darkness buried much of the leg that had been hitherto visible but unearthed new features I couldn't help but notice—and wince at—as I departed.

      The outlines of a face entered into view. Its lines were soft as if seen through the lens of an out-of-focus camera, and the features were mostly a blur. Even through the darkness I was able to parse an unmistakable glower however. It was in the eyes; they'd taken up the darkness of their surroundings so that they looked like two holes punched out of drywall. Vacuous and staring.

      Supposing that I, too, would be pretty damn upset if some stranger were standing in the doorway to the bathroom and watching me after a shower, I backed out of the building. I even blurted another, “Sorry”, while fighting back the chill that crept up my spine. This trip to the bathroom had been too eventful for my likes, and I'd had my fill of the fresh air. I started back to camp in double-quick time.

      From behind issued another Thwap.

      Arms bunched tightly around me, I quickened my pace, eyes raking past the chill grass in search of the footpath.

      Thwap. Thwap. The fleshy steps sounded louder, more insistent. And they were picking up speed, too.

      “Geez, I said sorry, didn't I?” I didn't dare turn around, uninterested in a confrontation. Instead, I kept my eye on the road, on the woods, on anything but my back.

      Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.

      I couldn't say why, but the miserable clopping of those feet sent my pulse surging. I was suddenly sure that something was wrong, that I was in danger. There shouldn't be anyone else out here. Not at this time of night, in this cold. And not in the shower, of all places. I rushed onto the path and only spared a quick glance to the rear when I'd put some distance between myself and the latrines.

      “What the...” I squinted through the trees that lined the path. There was a naked shape—pale, vague, but assuredly human—in the entryway to the latrine. I was sure of one thing only: That I was being scowled at. Even at this distance I could feel a dark gaze fixed on me.

      I booked it down the path, the light growing distant and the trees choking the way ahead with shadow. The cold made itself at home on my cheeks, snuck a finger beneath the hem of my sweater, and a sudden gust of wind sent my already messy hair into a flurry. It's not even five minutes to the campsite. I'll be there before I know it.

      Maybe it was the murmur of the breeze, or else the echoing sounds of my own advance, but I thought I heard movement in the woods around me as I sped down the path—the sound of feet beating the cold, packed earth to my back. I resisted the urge to turn around, but the further I went, the less sure I became that it was merely my imagination.

      The path struck out to the right—a change in direction I couldn't remember from my various trips. I slowed a bit, the cold air freezing out my lungs and leaving me panting, and eyed my surroundings. Was I still on the right path, or had I stepped onto a different trail altogether? I took a few steps back to make sure the trail hadn't split.

      It was then, as I idled in confusion, that I heard it.

      THWAP—THWAP—THWAP—THWAP—THWAP.

      Someone was coming up on the path behind me.

      Running up. The night came to life with the sound of their furious footfalls.

      Suddenly, I didn't care about what direction I was heading in. The only thing that mattered was that I continued moving. I broke into a jog and followed the bend in the path, searching for the break in the trees that would signal our campsite.

      From behind me, the pursuit continued.

      THWAP—THWAP—THWAP—THWAP—THWAP.

      Glancing over my shoulder as I barreled down the path, I spied shadows dancing across the ground. I couldn't be sure what was casting them. For all I knew, it was the shifting trees playing tricks in the moonlight. The alternative, though, was that my pursuer was almost in my line of sight, and that they would burst into view at any moment. Judging by the sound of their steps, they were getting very close indeed.

      I noticed a break in the trees, and parked within it, a glowing blue dome.

      The tent! I reached out to the trunks of trees, pulling myself forward as I charged towards the clearing. Arriving within feet of the tent, I slid to the ground and immediately began to crawl as quickly as I could towards the entrance. Pawing at the zipper, I dove inside and landed directly upon a sleeping Jared.

      He awoke with a start, lurching in his sleeping bag with a groan.

      “Jared, wake up!” I struck him in the cheek with an open palm.

      That did the trick. He stared up at me confusedly. “Penny, what the hell?”

      “There's someone coming!” I hissed, clutching at the edges of his sleeping bag.

      He shuffled out of the thing slowly, rubbing at his cheek and trying to blink the sleep out of his eyes. “Where?”

      I motioned outside. “I-I was in the bathroom, and there was someone in the showers, and they followed me all the way b-back here. They ran after me.”

      Rising with a grunt, Jared crawled out of the tent. I joined him as he began pacing around the campsite, barefoot and shivering. He ran a hand through his hair and squinted towards the footpath. “Down there?” he asked. “That's where you were coming from?”

      I nodded.

      Jared staggered to the edge of our camp and had a look down the footpath, arms akimbo.

      I held my breath, listening for disturbances in the woods. The leaves rustled in the wind, and from far-off, some bird loosed a dreary cry, but that was all I could hear. There were no pounding footfalls, and Jared's investigation of several moments turned up no individual lurking near the trail.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me. “You sure you saw someone?” He tugged the front of his waistband down and began urinating into the grass with a yawn.

      “Yes, I'm sure! And I heard them, too! I could hear them running after me.” I'd begun chewing my lower lip since returning to the camp, and had broken the skin without realizing it. The taste of blood now filled my mouth. “If I'd stopped on the trail, they'd have caught up with me.”

      When he'd finished unloading into the grass, he straightened out his waistband and shrugged, sauntering back to the tent. “Well, sorry, babe. There's no one there now.” He placed a hand on my shoulder—a gesture he probably intended to console me with—and started back to the tent. “You should have woken me up. I'd have gone to the bathroom with you.”

      It was all I could do not to trip his groggy ass.

      We got back into the tent, and in usual fashion Jared was asleep within moments. It took me awhile to wind down after my trip to the latrines, and I sat in my sleeping bag, curled around my phone. Though the battery was half-dead, I spent awhile scrolling through social media feeds and catching up on current events. It made me feel somewhat normal; if I focused solely on the screen—and ignored the fact I was sleeping on the ground—I could almost pretend I was at home, in bed.

      I found a text message waiting for me from Diana. She'd sent it earlier in the night. “How's it going???” it read.

      I tapped out a quick reply. “KILL ME NOW.”

      My eyes did grow heavy, eventually, and I set my phone aside to sleep.

      Before I did, though, I noticed something.

      The date and time on my lock-screen.

      It was damn late, but that wasn't what'd caught my eye. What I couldn't help but fixate on was the date.

      September 14th...

      It was now September 14th, and I was dozing in a spot mere miles from where Ellie Pomeroy was murdered on that day, over a hundred years ago. The realization didn't exactly give me the warm fuzzies. Maybe it was her I'd seen out there, in the restrooms; perhaps she'd been the one following me back to camp. I knew how ridiculous that was, but the idea persisted even after several attempts to purge it.

      I bid the hope of good dreams adieu and sidled up to my snoring asshole of a boyfriend before tumbling into exhausted sleep.
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      We awoke to rain.

      “This wasn't in the forecast.” Jared gnawed off half of his granola bar in a single bite and chewed it angrily while fussing over his boot laces. The sound of rain pelting the top of the tent had helped us get some decent sleep, but it was going to make for a muddy, dreary day in the field. Thankfully, we'd packed ponchos, though we'd done so with the express hope that we wouldn't have to use them.

      “It'll be fine,” I said, trying to cheer him up. “I'm sure it'll pass.”

      This rain, it turned out, wasn't anything like the mist that had greeted us upon our arrival the previous day. It wasn't quite a downpour, but the drops were heavy and cold, and from the moment we stepped out of the tent, its effect on the landscape was plain. The grass glistened with fresh rain and the soil beneath our feet had noticeable give to it. Every step would have to be negotiated carefully, lest the soupy ground claim a boot.

      I drew up the hood of my poncho and looked up into the grey sky. All around me, the trees sagged with moisture. The sun had vanished behind a wall of dirty-looking clouds, and the wind that blew in from the east was colder than that of the previous day by several degrees. Though I'd dressed in layers, the bite of the breeze made me shudder, and we weren't outside more than five minutes before our cheeks were rosy.

      Our initial plan had been to do some fishing, but now that it was raining, Jared decided to scrap it. “Let's go for a little walk, yeah? Maybe some of the paths aren't swampy and we can get the lay of the land. Explore. Sound good?” He pointed across the campsite, towards the creek. “We'll set off that way, try and maintain some tree cover so that we don't get quite so wet.”

      Or, I thought to myself, we can leave all of this crap out here, drive home and snuggle on the couch. “Sounds good,” I lied. I didn't have any better ideas, and so followed him. Keeping my gaze low, I studied the ground and bypassed the muddier patches while my poncho trembled against the rain.

      The creek had risen a few notches since our last visit, and the current had picked up, too. “Good day for a swim, eh?” mused Jared, kicking a few pebbles into the turbid water. His pace was slow, purposeless as we passed our fishing spot of the previous day and trekked further upstream. “Wonder what there is to see out here.”

      Soreness plagued me at every turn; soreness from having slept on bare earth the night before, soreness from all the walking we'd done under load. Muscles I hadn't been acquainted with in years took turns aching as I trudged up the muddy bank. “Dunno. Maybe we'll see some ruins or something.”

      Jared turned to me, the vacancy in his expression fading suddenly. “Hey, yeah! I forgot about that!” He quickened his pace, and I saw his eyes skip across the water and through the woods. “I bet we will!”

      “There's probably not that much left,” I warned. “No one's lived out here in ages. I bet it's all been demolished.” Having seen a few photos of the ruins of Newsom's Landing, I knew we weren't in for anything too exciting.

      “Maybe. Guess we'll see.” He marched on with a wink, possessed by this new goal of surveying ruins.

      We'd only been here for a night, but already this trip had been a drag for us both. It was hard for me to muster enthusiasm for the whole thing, and the crappy weather had seen Jared's plans badly disrupted. If the weather didn't clear, I hoped he would quit while we were ahead and drive us home. Till then, I was willing to play along and go ruin-hunting with him. Though I doubted the woods contained any relics of substance, perhaps there would be some spot that would serve for a decent selfie opportunity, or offer shelter from the rain.

      The further we followed the creek, the denser the woods became. Naked branches stuck out towards the water like thin, skeletal fingers, and ancient tree roots, straining for the creek, stuck out of the ground like the humps of gnarled sea monsters. Large patches of ground were covered in a rain-soaked carpet of leaves—a carpet that proved slick as my undisciplined feet puttered along. I'm an admittedly poor judge of distance, but we'd probably gone a mile before we saw something that warranted comment. All that way, we'd been quiet—me, silently cursing the slippery ground, and Jared beating feet as though he were Indiana Jones.

      “Look there,” said Jared, and he stopped so abruptly I nearly walked into him. “Now, what do you make of that?” He was pointing across the water.

      I followed his finger across the creek, past the swirling eddies of churning brown water, and began studying the opposite treeline. Amongst the trees that grew there, I noticed something that didn't fit. It was grayish in color, jagged-looking, and it rose up out of the ground at an awkward angle like a busted bone reaching through skin. “A wall?” I ventured, pulling down the hood of my poncho to get a better look. Though I couldn't be sure from where I stood, the feature looked to be the remnant of a stone wall. It had crumbled in places, and there was no telling what it had once been a part of.

      “That's what I thought,” he replied. “We should go over there and have us a closer look.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, yeah, sure. I'll just doggy paddle across the creek to get a look at some crummy old wall.”

      He arched a brow, and the smile that came across his lips was like a wolf's. “You wanna?”

      I took a step back, leaning against a soggy tree trunk. “You're not serious.”

      “Dead serious,” was his rejoinder. “We can cross the creek at one of the shallow spots. Even now, with all of the rain, there are a couple of places we can do it without having to get all wet. What do you say?”

      “I say you're a bigger idiot than I ever thought possible.”

      He clutched at his damp chest in mock delight. “You're so sweet, it brings a tear to the eye!” Approaching the bank carefully, he turned his gaze further upstream and pointed to a narrowing in the flow. “There. See that? We could probably make a running jump and cross from there. I think we can make it.”

      He'd indicated something of a choke point in the creek, a section bottlenecked by two outcroppings of land several feet apart. The water flowing through this bit was every bit as dirty and furious as the rest, but I supposed that bridging the gap with a solid jump was possible. That didn't make it an intelligent thing to do, however. “Are you stupid?” I asked. “No way. What if we fall in?”

      He shrugged. “So what if we do? Where's your sense of adventure?”

      “I think I left it back at camp.”

      “Come on!” he pleaded. “Who knows what else there is to see out there! Let's cross here and do some exploring. After that, we'll go back to camp and grab the fishing gear. I promise it's safe.” He kicked at a clod of soft earth near the bank, which dissolved beneath his heel and tumbled into the creek. “Just get a good running start.”

      “I dunno...”

      “Here, watch!” Taking several steps back, he set his sights on the opposite bank and then began to run.

      “J-Jared, wait!”

      He jumped. His leading foot searched for purchase and carved a boot-shaped chunk of waterlogged earth from the bank opposite as he landed it. For a moment he looked poised to slip, but after a shaky step, he turned and grinned at me. “See? Nothing to it!”

      I was vaguely impressed; I was also furious. “You jackass. Get back over here! You really expect me to try and make the jump?”

      Carl Lewis over there just kept grinning and nodding.

      “Jared, this is so dumb.” I sucked in a deep breath and paced a few steps back, trying to gauge the distance. “If I fall into the water, I'm never going to let you hear the end of it.” Making sure that my boots were tight, I stretched my legs and then broke into a sprint.

      The moment my feet met the edge of the bank, I shoved off against it and began sailing through the air, arms and legs flailing. Mist rolled up from the churning waters beneath me as I struck the opposite bank—and immediately began to slide. The soles of my boots sank into the muck, and it was only by throwing myself forward that I managed to grab two fistfuls of grass and stop myself from tumbling into the creek. “Shit!”

      Jared rushed over, trying to stifle his laughter. “See? That wasn't so bad, was it? You did great.” He held out his hands and helped pull me into the grass.

      My poncho was slick with mud and my pulse was thundering in my ears, but I was otherwise no worse for wear. Sitting on the damp ground and wiping the muck from my hands, I shook my head. “I can't believe I did that.”

      “It's the spirit of adventure!” replied Jared, helping me to my feet. “Ready to explore? This is what the trip is all about, Penny!”

      I looked across the creek, at the gap I'd just jumped over. It seemed further away from this side than it had from the other, and unless it was merely my imagination, the flow of the water seemed more vigorous now. Looking past Jared, who was now leading me away from the water by the hand into the woods, I spotted the tottering ruin in the distance and wondered what else we'd find. “Are you sure it's OK?” I asked, sparing one more look at the creek. “To leave the paths behind and go into the woods like this? What if we get lost?”

      Jared shook his head. “No chance. We won't go too far. Promise.” He drew me up to his side and slung an arm around my waist as we advanced. “Let's see what's out here!”

      I felt a twinge of excitement as we bound off into the great unknown, but there was another feeling, too, simmering just beneath the surface.

      “OK, let's go!” I said, wondering if my smile managed to mask my dread.
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      The thing we'd spied from across the creek was in fact a wall; the only remaining wall of some long-toppled structure. The mortar between the stones—which were somewhat fuzzy around the edges for years of weathering—had been worn away, and numerous fractured bricks owed to the same construction were scattered about the site in varying states of disrepair. Jared and I walked a few circuits around the wall, trying to figure out what it had been a part of, but ultimately found no clues.

      “I have a feeling a lot of what we find is going to be like this,” I said, looking past the rubble. “What could possibly survive out here after so many years?”

      “You'd be surprised,” was Jared's reply, and maybe it was just me, but there was something about the way he said it that set me on edge.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, people back then knew how to build things that lasted. I'd be surprised if a few buildings didn't still exist out here. It can't all be ruined, can it?”

      “Oh.” I wasn't sure I agreed with him, but dropped the conversation there. My mind was fast-overcome by a different course of thought—that of other survivals in these myth-touched woods. Sure,  it was possible a cabin or stone building could conceivably survive over a hundred years in this wilderness without falling to pieces. Older, more impressive things like the Pyramids, or the Colosseum, had been preserved since ancient times. But what about human will? How long could that persist? As we wandered, I began thinking about the events of the night before. I thought, too, about the date—September 14th.

      Could a dead woman, murdered in cold blood over a century ago, still influence these woods? The people who'd once lived here—who'd set down the very stones Jared and I presently walked over—certainly believed it possible, and after the figure I'd seen the night before, I almost felt myself on the verge of believing it.

      “Babe?”

      I looked to Jared, who'd gone a fair bit ahead. Without realizing it, I'd paused near a heap of fallen bricks, and had been running my fingers over the timeworn grooves in them.

      “You coming?”

      “Yeah, sorry.” I jogged to him and we resumed our hike.

      Thick vines shriveled by the recent cold hung across the canopy overhead like lengths of rope. Every tree trunk in sight was splashed in moss, and in the grey light the stuff seemed almost too green to be real. The scent of wet earth, and of decomposition, tinged the cold air with sour sweetness, and the smell only grew stronger as the two of us shuffled through the carpet of soggy leaves, dredging up still tangier notes of decay. Several minutes passed; the two of us made small talk, but discovered nothing of note in our surroundings.

      The rain slowed until finally we only had to contend with the occasional drip from the canopy. With the passing of the rain came renewed forest sounds—I heard a number of birdcalls from the tress all around us and hoped that their chattiness meant there was better weather on the horizon. While ambling past a handful of half-buried chunks of stone, Jared pointed out a passerby in the woods. It was a lone doe, munching at the underbrush and sparing us a wary glance. For a time, we held a staring contest with the animal. Finally, it grew bored and moseyed on towards the creek.

      Though we'd found little in the way of intriguing ruins, Jared was all smiles. He lowered the hood of his poncho and rambled on about the hikes of his youth. He detailed family trips to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, or the hilly regions of southern Ohio, and though I'd heard the stories many times before, I'd never heard them told with such joy and enthusiasm.

      I remained silent for much of the time, having little to add. Now that the rain was ebbing, I was happy to continue on this little hike, though the arches of my feet were starting to get mighty sore. There was another thing, too, that kept me contemplatively silent as we pressed on into the uncharted wilds—something that had nagged since the very onset. I'd done my best to ignore it, but now that the sound of the creek had faded entirely, it resurfaced with a vengeance.

      I was uncomfortable at having left behind all established paths. I didn't doubt Jared's prowess—and to hear him talk about his many childhood adventures in the woods, you'd have thought him a regular Percy Fawcett—but this was so outside the scope of my preferred activities that I couldn't help but fret. It seemed careless—downright stupid—to have gone off-trail when we might have stuck to established paths and seen plenty of lovely sights. And yet, here we were—and we were going deeper still.

      Worst of all, whenever silence would reign between the two of us, however brief, my thoughts would give quarter to the most horrific scenarios. What if Jared gets injured and he can't lead you back to camp? What if someone is hunting out here and accidentally shoots one of us? What if we get mauled by a bear? The odds of such things actually occurring were awfully slim, but the possibilities haunted me all the same.

      “Guess there isn't much to see out here,” I chimed in after a lengthy lull in conversation. “It's pretty, but there's just not much to see. Hardly a ghost town. Just a lot of rubble. We should go back.”

      “Not at all,” he countered. “The rain just quit and we've still got a long way to go! So much of this area is unexplored; I'll bet there's something impressive to be found yet!”

      “How far do you plan on taking us?” I asked.

      He didn't answer, except to do one of those coy half-shrugs I took to mean, “Let's play it by ear.”

      I bugged him into letting me rest a few minutes. We leaned against trees and tightened our bootlaces. He tolerated me, but only barely, and when I could no longer stand his fidgeting, I told him I was ready to go on. He practically sprang from the rest spot, breaking into a full-on march.

      “You were talking about that witch who died here, remember?” He looked at me from the corner of his eye, a grin spanning his lips. “What was the story about that?”

      Just then, in the middle of what had once been Newsom's Landing, I didn't really feel like talking about it. “Eh... Some people in town thought she was a witch. Before they could hold a trial, some locals got together and murdered her. They tossed her body into an unmarked grave, thinking that was the end of it, but every year, on the anniversary of her death, strange things would happen. The townies decided the cake wasn't worth the bake after a few years and they left.”

      “Right, yeah. Pretty savage. I'll admit, if I was a real-life witch and I got murdered, I'd definitely stick around. I'd haunt their asses!” He laughed—rather louder than he should have, it seemed to me—and the sound crashed throughout the quiet woods. “What was her name?”

      I blinked at him, wanting to pretend like I hadn't heard the question. The name fought its way up my throat and settled heavily on my tongue, but I didn't dare part my lips and utter it. It didn't feel right to do so, not here. Invoking the witch, in the place she'd lived and died—and on the anniversary of her death, no less—struck me as most unwise.

      “Ellie something, right?”

      I nodded. “Ellie... P-Pomeroy.”

      He was about to say something else when he stopped abruptly. Looking down at his feet, Jared pointed out something with the toe of his boot. “Hey, now. Is this what I think it is?” Kneeling to brush away many a season's worth of moss and grime, he revealed the smooth edge of what looked like a flat stone—a grave marker. “I'll be. Someone was buried here, look!”

      I didn't want to look, admittedly, and the timing of the find, mere moments after having name-dropped the dead witch, seemed unutterably sinister to me. But I knelt down and studied the slab, nodding in agreement. “Y-Yeah, looks like it.”

      For a bit, the two of us worked at clearing the stone of debris, though even when we had finished, we couldn't make out any identifying mark. The letters had long been worn away. “Damn, could be anyone down there,” muttered Jared. Then, with a waggle of his brows, he added, “Could even be Ellie Pomeroy, I suppose...”

      I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

      Jared paced around the stone, stopping now and then to tap at the ground with his boot heel. Pausing, he glanced down at minor breaks in the moss, only to discover still more stone. “Whoa, there's more!”

      There were other stone markers buried in the earth; we were standing atop what looked like an abandoned graveyard.

      “No kidding,” I said, trying to feign interest. “That's interesting.” As he went to brush the debris off the others, I tugged at his poncho. “Let's leave them alone, yeah?”

      “Hold on, I want to see if any of them are still readable!” In the span of minutes, Jared kicked and plucked at the moss and dirt, revealing three other grave markers located mere feet from the first. These, it turned out, were all in more or less the same condition. “Damn,” he said, wiping his hands on his pant legs. “Can't read a thing. The names are all too faded.”

      I staggered around, now keenly aware of every step. I didn't feel comfortable standing on a grave—much less on a cluster of them. I backed up towards a leaning tree and pressed myself against its cool bulk while Jared whetted his curiosity.

      He sighed. “It's a shame to see it all abandoned like this. Look, the stones have sunken into the ground, and after all these years you can't read a thing on any of them. No telling who's buried here at all.”

      I scanned the uneven lines of revealed stones and wondered just how many corpses resided under our feet. Startled at the very thought, I urged Jared on. “Let's get out of here, yeah? I'm getting kind of tired. Can we go back to camp?”

      “Already?” The whiny edge in his voice made him sound like an outraged eight year old. “But we've barely cracked the surface.” He waved into the distance. “If we go another few miles, we're sure to discover more!”

      It was getting harder to fake enthusiasm. “Are you serious?”

      “Come on! I just want to go a little further,” he pleaded.

      I clawed my phone out of my pocket and glanced at the time. “I'll give you another thirty minutes. How's that sound? After that, I absolutely want to head back to camp, Jared. I'm serious.”

      He gave a quick nod. “Yeah, yeah, OK. But if we've only got another half hour to explore, I want to make it count.” He stretched his legs and then broke into a mock running stance.

      I struggled to keep up as he began rushing through the brush. He wasn't running, but his long stride was in full effect, and if I didn't beat my tired feet I was going to be left behind. Just thirty more minutes of this, I thought. I'd never longed more to return to a tent than I did in that moment.

      My boyfriend kept several steps ahead of me. He hopped over fallen trunks and raced onward almost as though I were some dangerous animal chasing him. I struggled to maintain an even speed. Here, my boot was caught in a puddle of murk; there, I nearly tripped over a tree root half-obscured by the leaves. Every few minutes I checked the time, watching with annoyance as the minutes—and my phone battery—were depleted. I didn't care if we stumbled upon the Ark of the Covenant out here—when that thirty minutes was up, I was going to drag him away by his ear.

      Jared cut his speed in a hurry and stood squinting into the distance.

      “What's up?” I asked, thankful for the slowdown, but he threw his hand out as if to shush me.

      He shifted a few steps to his right, then moved several paces ahead.

      “Jared...?”

      He turned to me with wide, wild eyes, and then started scrambling forward. “Whoa,” I heard him utter. “Get a load of this!” Without warning, he took off at full speed, galloping through the woods.

      Cursing at him, I gave my legs a shake and took off after him. Thankfully, I didn't have to run far. He'd stopped some fifteen yards ahead, and was presently gawking at something in the distance—something that I, too, could now make out.

      A house.

      Truthfully, “house” is a poor word to describe the building we'd discovered. It was enormous, palatial. It towered at two, possibly three stories, and its width was remarkable. It called to mind McMansions I'd seen on television shows, but was built in a much older style. Columns of what looked to be stone fronted the yawning porch, and a dip in the landscape had allowed several inches of standing water to accumulate before it. The house was surrounded on all sides by trees, and though the long-grown trunks intruded upon it from every direction, the stubborn old house had not been significantly damaged by their ingress.

      Staring at the place, I echoed my boyfriend's earlier sentiment. “Whoa.”

      “I'll say! It looks like a friggin' castle! I told you there was stuff to see out here! Those old pioneer types were superstitious as hell, but they knew how to build solid stuff.” Jared laughed aloud, starting towards it with a clap.

      “Wait—” I snatched at the back of his poncho and nearly pulled him to the ground. “What are you doing? You're not really going in there, are you?” I divided my gaze between him and the house, all while trying to swallow back the dread that now toured my esophagus.

      “Well, obviously. Don't you want to get a look at it?” He yanked his poncho out of my grasp, looking kind of annoyed. “This is what it's all about!”

      He had a point; this was the kind of relic we'd come out here to find. “Sure, but the whole front of the property is all flooded. And who knows if it's safe inside? A house that's been sitting empty so long is probably all rotten. You could fall through the floors, or breathe in some kind of mold, or—”

      Jared placed his hands on my shoulders and grinned. “Relax! I'm not moving into the place—not taking out a mortgage on it. I just want to poke around a little. Cool?” Sensing further protest on my end, he continued. “How about this... you come along with me, just to make sure I don't do anything stupid. We don't have to go inside, but I want to get as close as possible. After that, we can hightail it back to camp.”

      I wanted to say no, but his insistence, coupled with my hope that he'd get this out of his system, saw me agree. “Just a few minutes, OK? Then we head back.”

      “Promise.” He kissed me—more passionately than he had in some time—and gave me a wink before leading me towards the property by the hand.
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      We tried every which way to approach the front of the house by dry land, but there was nothing to do but get our feet wet. The stagnant pool before the house extended very nearly to the bottom step of the porch, and had about it a faintly rotten scent. It was the smell of water that had pooled and stewed and festered over the summer months until it had become almost syrupy with decay. Now it had been chilled, and scores of dissolving leaves hung in the stuff like mint leaves suspended in a revolting mojito.

      Jared brought me to the edge of the copse nearest the house and proposed a solution. “Just come around this way, near the trees. Water's not so deep here. Step slowly so none gets into your boots.” He wrapped his arms around the trunk of a sturdy tree and began stretching out a leg to demonstrate.

      This was entirely too much trouble to explore a house that was most likely a death trap. “You go on ahead. I'll wait over here,” I offered.

      “No, come on! Let's go together!”

      I grimaced. “What for? I'd rather not.” He gave me a pleading look in reply, but I dropped his gaze and paced about disinterestedly. There was nothing good waiting for us inside that place; I'd have bet my life on it. Some broken down furniture, maybe—a good photo op for urban exploration types, but nothing more. Maybe he's been looking for someplace unique to pop the question and he's decided to do it in there, I thought with an involuntary frown. If that was the case, my answer was going to be a hard “no”...

      “Oh, come on, Penny!” He touched the water with the toe of his boot and then threw his arms around the next trunk in the sequence. “There's nothing to it!”

      “Just like there was nothing to jumping across the creek, right?” Irritated by his insistence, I decided to gauge the distance between the trunks myself and began a slow advance towards the house. I held onto one of the trees and carefully maneuvered towards the next. It was slow-going, and every time my foot touched down with a little slap I felt sure the icy water was going to slosh over the top of my boot and soak my feet. The ground underneath gave with a little gush every time I stepped, resulting in an awful sucking sound.

      Jared made it to the porch after throwing himself towards the bottom step. His left foot touched down upon the stone, but his right trailed behind and kicked up the foul water with a splash. A fair bit of it soaked into his pant leg, and for a moment he stood there, trying to shake it off in disgust.

      I would have happily laughed at him, except that it was now my turn to make the jump. I crept to the driest patch I could find and gauged the distance between myself and the porch. Shoving off the tree, I landed next to Jared with a grunt, and thankfully he lent me a hand before I could lose my balance and pitch backward into the water. I had nearly done just that, as the stones beneath our feet had shifted under our combined weight.

      “That wasn't so bad, huh?” he said, sporting a winning grin.

      Standing upright, I looked out across the patch of water, then up to the house that presently towered over us. “Let's just get this over with.”

      Climbing up three steps of cracked stone, Jared and I stood before the entrance. The door had fallen from its hinges long ago and all that remained of it were splinters scattered about the foyer. How deep the foyer went, or what existed beyond it, was difficult to say—with its windows blocked by overgrowth, an impressive darkness had taken root inside.

      The building was a rude and crooked thing. It stood before me, mouth agape, and breathed its sour, dust-soaked breath in my face. The lines of the doorway and the contours of the wooden floors, which had undoubtedly been handsome in their day, were warped and uneven now, and I was sure before I even stepped into the place that the entire structure was held together solely by age. The house had carried on for over a century despite its abandonment through a kind of stubborn momentum, and it was possible it would carry on for still another, only growing in its ugliness. Warped as it was, no amount of work could ever return the thing to its former beauty. I was sure of that much.

      Jared went digging around in his pockets for his phone, but came up empty handed. “Shit, I think I left it back at camp. Mind if I use the flashlight on yours?”

      “Didn't you buy flashlights for this trip?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but they're back at camp!”

      “Well, that was money well spent,” I muttered. With a frown, I switched on my phone's flashlight app and handed it to him. “Let's hurry up,” I added. “The battery on that thing is almost dead, so don't push it.”

      He held the phone out before him and brought light into the foyer. As our eyes adjusted to the scenery, I swear the very lines of the place jumped and shied from the light—recoiled the way a housebound invalid might when confronted with the sun.

      Panning slowly, we took in a vast emptiness. The foyer appeared to lead to a succession of shadowed rooms whose only remarkable features were chaotic accumulations of detritus. Jared took a few moments to test out the floors—despite my urgings against it—and finally stepped inside. The weathered planks seized under his feet but didn't give, and when he was sure they would support us, he waved me inside silently.

      It's hard to describe my reticence at venturing into the house, and harder still for me to rate the curiosity that ultimately impelled me to follow through. Jared stood several feet from the door, throwing the light around in thoughtful silence. I stepped inside as slowly as I could, shuddering with every whine of the floors till I was within reach of him. I linked one of my arms in his and looked to the light, which now brought new features into view.

      To the right of the foyer, through a passage once fronted by a thin door—long collapsed—was a high-ceilinged room featuring remnants of 19th century furniture. Age and wear had made it almost indistinguishable from the piles of leaves and other refuse that'd filled the corners, but beneath all the dust I could make out the distinct borders of a wooden side table in one corner, of a leaning cabinet in the other. Hanging from the ceiling by threads of gossamer silk was a lopsided chandelier, and at glimpsing it I held my breath, frightened that a reckless sigh might sever those threads and send it crashing through the floor.

      A closer study of said room yielded even more. Spread out across the floor at room's center was something like a rug. I couldn't tell what style, nor what material it was made of; the thing was so badly tattered and molded over that it had likely bonded to the floor beneath. Beyond the borders of the rug, near a window whose cracked pane was so cloudy as to appear milky, was a dark, squat thing I soon realized to be a rust-flecked wood-burning stove.

      We continued into the next room, windowless, which had once been lined in bookshelves. Most of the shelves had crumbled over time, and the books once housed in them had been cast across the floors. The walls in this room were stained a hideous blackish-green for several uncontrolled leaks from the upper story, and a faintly gangrenous smell hung in the air. Jared and I took turns trying to read the titles of the surviving books, or to flip through them, but they were in an awful state. The pages of some tomes crumbled to dust beneath our fingers, whereas others had congealed into a single, worm-eaten mass. Tucked away in a corner and flanked by two fallen bookcases was a sturdy little desk. Upon it we found some quaint items that had remained intact; a pair of glasses, an empty wine bottle and a humidor whose contents Jared inspected thoroughly.

      “Dare me to smoke one?” he asked, picking up a fetid cigar and twirling it in his fingers. The thing sagged like a dark worm in his grasp.

      “Put that thing to your lips and I'll never kiss you again,” I warned.

      He snickered and began pacing into the next room.

      I meant to follow him, but I fell behind. With the ghostly light of the cellphone issuing from the next room, I scanned the shelves nearest the desk in search of a legible title. My finger brushed against a number of clothbound tomes whose lettering had been effaced long ago, and a cursory glance into each revealed them to be completely ruined. Further up however, I discovered a dusty shelf whose contents had fared better against the rot, and from there I plucked a slim volume with a strange cover; one of hammered metal. I was delighted to find it still readable.

      A highly filagreed title page revealed the title of the book to be Carte de Umbra Lungi. I wasn't sure what that meant, or what language it was, but began turning the pages in search of clues. The pages remained preternaturally crisp compared to everything else in the house. As I squinted at its pages in the low light, each of them crammed with flowing script, I felt a surge of excitement in my breast. The text had been painstakingly rendered by hand, and despite the book's obvious antiquity, it looked so clean and neat it practically jumped off the page.

      I don't know exactly how long I stood there admiring the book. As I turned the pages, one blurred into the next; the smooth script danced around animatedly like images in a flip book. I think that there were images interspersed, too, but I can't for the life of me remember what they were of. I know that they made me laugh—loudly—and it was that laughing that ultimately drew Jared back into the room.
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      A hand reached out of the darkness and slapped me on the shoulder. “Penny, what the hell are you laughing about?” It was Jared, and the waver in his voice telegraphed clear concern.

      I blinked hard, realizing then that I had been immersed in perfect darkness for quite some time. My knees felt weak, like I'd been standing a long while with my legs locked out. The book fell out of my hand and landed with a rustle. “I was, uh...” I tried to swallow but couldn't find an ounce of spit. “I was reading this book,” I managed in barely a whisper.

      It was so dark in the room that I couldn't see Jared standing beside me. Even so, the evident disgust in his tone told me exactly what his expression was like when he said, “How could you have been reading?” I felt him wave his hands around in the air near me. “The phone died half an hour ago and it's been black as pitch in here ever since. I wandered on and got kinda lost back there... I couldn't find my way back when the light went out.” He paused. “I was calling out to you, but you didn't answer. What gives?”

      “Um... what?” I offered a caustic laugh. “You were in the next room. I couldn't have been in here reading for more than a minute or two. Are you high?”

      He exhaled sharply. “No, I walked through several rooms—probably the entire downstairs—and the light went out on me. You were supposed to be following. I called out to you constantly, and then I found my way back here, where you're chuckling in the dark like a creep. I was wandering for at least thirty minutes.”

      That didn't seem possible, but then he was so vehement about it that I couldn't find it in myself to argue. I could only shake my head. “I, uh... I dunno. I'm sorry. I guess I didn't hear you.” I combed a few locks of hair behind my ear nervously. “I was reading this weird old book—”

      “How? There's no light in here,” he asked.

      I blinked against the darkness, my knees pulsing. I had to admit I felt very strange—like I'd been standing in the same spot for a long while. My feet felt numb and my neck was sore for its downward craning. “There was this book,” I muttered, raking at my hair. “I was just looking through it. You had just walked into the next room, and...” Terror and confusion seized me. Except for the blur of pages, I couldn't remember anything else before Jared had approached me. It was like I'd just come out of a dream.

      “You're full of it,” he challenged. “You've been standing in this room, in the dark, for like thirty minutes. Maybe you're losing it.”

      A little insulted, I knelt down clumsily and groped for the book I'd dropped. “No, I swear I was just standing here, reading this thing. Hold on, let me see if I can find it...” I touched the floor, then began feeling out the metal cover of that well-kept volume. I recalled it had fallen near my feet, but no matter how I searched, I couldn't find any book on the floor.

      My fingers did brush up against something else, though.

      Feathers. Positioned in roughly the same spot where I'd known the book to land only moments ago, I felt a cold, sagging mass upon the floor. Its exterior was coated in what my hands took for feathers—some soft, others bristly. Baffled by this, I studied the object further, pressing and prodding with my blind fingers until I'd gotten the whole shape of the thing down in my mind.

      And when I'd done it, I seized and fell back, landing against Jared's legs.

      “What's wrong?” he asked.

      I'd rubbed several of those feathers between my fingers and had teased the bloated flesh beneath. Tracing the outline of the mass had brought me at one end to a pair of gnarled talons, and at the other to a smooth head, to lifeless, beady eyes, and a stout beak. It was a dead bird—a large one. My skin crawled and I threw my arms around Jared's leg so that I might pull myself up off the floor. I didn't have the benefit of a light, but felt sure that I was standing before a dead crow. At that moment, I couldn't have articulated why I was so sure of the species; I just was.

      “Penny, you're freaking me out. What the hell's the matter?”

      I tugged on his arm. “Let's... let's get out of here, please.”

      “Yeah, let's.” He linked his arm in mine and threw the other out in front of him to feel out the way forward. Taking slow, measured steps, the two of us held our breaths and tried to find our way out of the room. This library wasn't so far from the entrance of the house, and I knew that once we neared the foyer we'd be able to find our way to the exit by the grey light of day.

      Except, after several steps, we found ourselves surrounded only by darkness. The expected light never materialized.

      Jared's breathing had picked up, and in the tightness of his grasp I could feel his hammering pulse. “The doorway... we should have reached it by now, no?” He grit his teeth. “The room wasn't this big the last time we walked through it.”

      “We had a light last time,” I added unhelpfully. “Maybe we're going in the wrong direction?”

      Standing in place for a time, trying to make sense of the sea of black, he reached around in wide arcs, hoping to feel a wall or doorway. Finding neither, he nonetheless connected with something that his hand recognized, and he took a reflexive step backwards. He threw an arm around my waist and then yelled into the darkness. “W-Who's there?”

      My joints stiffened and I leaned into Jared's tight hold. Ears perking up like a cat's, I listened for the sounds of another presence in the darkness, but picked up only our own heavy breathing. He tugged me hard as he took off swiftly in a new direction. It was reckless to walk this quickly in the dark old house, but that he was trying to build distance from something was perfectly clear. When we'd gone several steps without slamming into a wall, I asked him a question under my breath. “What happened? Was there someone...?”

      Jared's hand met something, and he thumped his palm against it in recognition. “The doorway!” Ushering me out of the library, we passed by the room where we'd seen the old stove and battered furniture, and quickly felt our way into the foyer—at the end of which we found the front entrance agape.

      But there was a problem.

      Practically skating over the worn out floors and dragging me behind like a child, Jared cursed as the entrance came into view. “There's no way... There's just no way!” Uttering a series of curses, he brought me out onto the porch, panting, and then looked up incredulously at the sky.

      It had been a grey afternoon when we'd entered the house, and the rain had only just stopped.

      The heavens were painted now in the heaviest tones of midnight.

      “How can it be dark already?” Jared was still staring up into the sky, and he barked out the question as if expecting the moon to answer. The moon burned a dim, coy orange behind a veil of swirling clouds. He turned to me, face white with panic. “H-How long could we have been in there?” he asked.

      I looked at him, then back into the house where only moments ago the two of us had struggled through the darkness. “We can't have been in there all day,” I assured him. Noting the watch he always wore on his wrist, I urged him to take a look. “What time is it?”

      Jared glanced down at his old watch, trying to catch the feeble moonlight on its face to get an accurate read. As he did so, his expression sagged even further, if it was possible, and he began violently striking the thing with the heel of his palm. “Piece of shit!”

      “What's the matter?”

      He held his wrist out and shook the watch in my face. “The damn thing's busted! It just stopped!” Burying a fist in the house's doorway and knocking a flurry of splinters from the jamb, he stared out across the pool of semi-frozen water before the house. With a hand pressed to his brow, he took the first of the porch's three steps. “What are we going to do? I mean... are we losing our minds?”

      I didn't know how to answer that, and simply kept on his heels. Standing beside him on the bottom step, I peered over my shoulder, back at the house, recalling his earlier outburst. “Jared,” I asked, “was there s-someone else in there with us?”

      “No, no of course not,” he blurted too quickly to be convincing. The paleness of his face and the way he gnawed at his thumbnail nervously revealed him to be a liar. “I was in there awhile, lost, and before the light went out, I—” He cleared his throat to keep his voice from trembling. “I thought I saw someone a few times. You know, just standing in the corners of some rooms. But it was just my eyes playing tricks on me. And then, before we got out of there just now, I was reaching out for something—anything—and I guess I brushed up against...”

      “Against what?”

      By way of answer, he placed his open hand across his face and stared at me, wide-eyed, through his splayed fingers. “It felt like someone was standing there—like I touched their face.” He didn't stop long enough to let the horror of that sink in for me. He bent down and picked me up. Then, proceeding from the driest angle, he took a running jump off the porch. He landed with a splash near the edge of the copse of trees. Setting me down, he trudged through the muck and left the house behind with an eye towards the open wilderness. “We're going back to camp. And when we get there, we're leaving. Going home.”

      Whatever had happened to the two of us in that house had scared Jared enough to cancel the whole trip. That was well and fine, but we still had miles to walk before we'd get back to our campsite, and while I generally trusted his skill in navigating, the man leading me now was not the same that had brought me all the way out to this house. I felt vaguely nauseated as we left the shadowed abode behind and struck out in the direction of the creek.

      We fled from the house hand-in-hand, and at one point, I looked down at Jared's watch.

      The hands were indeed frozen and had stopped at around one in the afternoon. The little box on the right side of the face where the date was displayed remained fixed on 14.

      September 14th.
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      After more than an hour of pointed silence and relentless marching, one of us had to say it, and the task fell to me. “Where the hell are we?” I asked.

      Jared, cheeks red both from the exertion and from the chill night wind that blew almost without surcease, glanced at me in the corner of his eye and offered a low grunt. He was panting, hands buried in his pockets. Along the way, in his mounting frustration, he'd torn off his poncho and left it in tatters upon the ground.

      I wanted to know what was going through his mind, and to voice my concern at our situation, but doing so without making matters worse proved tough. We'd been wandering—to my mind, quite aimlessly—for awhile now, and Jared had given no indication that he knew where we were headed. Walking at such a clip as we'd been doing, I thought we'd have arrived at the creek by now, and yet even the sound of the thing eluded us.

      “Just how lost are we?” I chanced.

      “We aren't lost,” he snapped back, tonguing his molars. “Just a little turned around.”

      I nodded repeatedly, like an idiot, in the vain hope that furious movements of the head might make Jared's words sink in and take hold. I wasn't buying it, though. “Then... where are we?”

      He pursed his wind-chapped lips and took silent stock of our immediate surroundings. His nostrils flared as he sucked in a lungful of the cold air. “We got turned around,” he repeated. Out of reflex, he looked down at the watch on his wrist, but in the next instant he recalled its disfunction and let his arm drop limply to his side. “We can't be far now. Just have to find the creek and ford it. Once we do that, we'll be nearly to camp.” It didn't escape my notice that there was nothing of hopefulness in his tone. Instead, his gruff delivery relayed anxiety and frustration the likes of which I seldom saw in him.

      “But we can't even hear the creek,” I replied. It hadn't been my intention to wound him, or to drive home what he already knew, and yet I couldn't hold the words back. I wanted him to reassure me, but all he could manage in that moment was to toss his shoulders. My body ached and my mind had grown sore with worry. I'd ventured far beyond my typical disdain for the outdoors; I was becoming increasingly occupied with the possibility that we were lost—lost without hope of being found on this particularly shunned and myth-tainted weekend when even the authorities couldn't be bothered to make routine surveys. “We shouldn't have come here,” I said with a shuddering breath. “Not this weekend. It's... it's September 14th, Jared. There's a reason no one comes out here on September 14th...”

      He dismissed me with a wave. “Enough of that shit. Don't even start, Penny. We need to keep our heads on straight, else we're really going to have some problems getting out of here.”

      I clawed at my damp poncho, balled up the ends in my fists. “You're not listening to me,” I challenged. “There's something happening in these woods. Don't you get that? Something's been happening ever since we arrived, but we didn't get the hint. And now we've stepped in it.” He rolled his eyes so hard that I knew he was trying to convince himself otherwise, and I broke in before he could argue. “You and I, we've been experiencing strange things. How else do you explain what happened in that house?” I nodded up towards the moon. “We thought we were in there a half hour or something, so why the hell is it night, Jared? And what about the strange book... or the person you saw—and felt—in there? Something is happening in these woods. We aren't supposed to be here at all. There's good reason that people have shunned this area on the anniversary of Ellie Pomeroy's death, and that's because all of the stories are true!”

      His reply was more of a sigh than a laugh, and the way he curled his lips into a mocking sneer required what looked like genuine effort on his part. “What a load.”

      “You reached out and touched someone in that house—” I began.

      He shook his head feverishly—both to silence me and because I could tell he didn't want to be reminded. “It doesn't matter,” he blurted. “We just need to find the creek, OK? That other stuff—it doesn't mean anything. The house was dark... we were confused...” He grit his teeth. “Listen, if that witch is out here somewhere, then she ought to make her ass useful by giving us some directions! I don't want to hear any more of this superstitious talk, I just want to get back to camp. I want to get some food in me, some rest, and then I want to get the hell out of here.” He shrugged, a defeated smile playing across his lips. “You were right, the whole time. We shouldn't have come out here. The trip was a dumb idea. I don't know why I pushed it. You've never been into this kind of thing and I was a dummy for even trying.”

      “Jared, you're not listening...” Ordinarily, I would have tried to console him a little—No, honey, the trip hasn't been all bad! I'm sure things will improve!—but he was missing the point completely. “I don't think you understand the danger we're in. We've been seeing things, acting strangely, just like the people who used to live in Newsom's Landing. These woods are cursed.”

      He trudged off ahead of me with an exasperated groan. “Come on, we've dawdled long enough. Let's keep going.”

      I followed, but before too long I'd taken hold of his sleeve and dragged him to a stop. “No, let's try and come up with a plan. Isn't there some way we can find out where we're headed—where we're supposed to go? Check your compass? Or... maybe some other trick, like checking the moss on the trees?”

      During our trek, Jared had glanced numerous times at the compass he kept in his pocket. Either he'd forgotten how to read the thing, or else the information it had been feeding him wasn't accurate, though, because its reference had done precious little good. Shoulders tense with annoyance, he shoved his hand into his pocket and withdrew the compass, holding it flat in his open palm. He had only to glance at it for a moment before dropping it to the ground with a snort.

      “What did you do that for?” I asked, dropping to my knees and plucking it from the underbrush. Before he could muster a reply, I had a look at it myself and understood, however.

      The needle was going haywire.

      In movies you sometimes see this sort of thing—magnetic anomalies make an explorer's compass go crazy. The needle spins around the instrument's face non-stop. What I saw happening beneath the thin glass top was similar. The little red needle turned hard in a clockwise direction, its tip nearly coming to rest on the S that indicated “south”, before making a lazy swing back up to the N, for “north”. No matter how I held it, no matter where I stood or how long I looked at it, the movement remained the same. It was like it couldn't make up its mind.

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      “It's fried, I guess,” said Jared. “Like the watch.”

      I let the compass fall to the ground and then jogged up to his side, my guts going to work on what was sure to become the first of many hiking-induced ulcers. I tried to keep my voice from breaking as I spoke, but was unsuccessful. “So... what does this mean? How are we going to get back to camp? To the car?”

      My boyfriend hadn't come up with a plan yet, and I watched him grind his teeth for awhile before admitting, “I dunno.” He motioned up ahead with a lazy flick of his finger. “I could have sworn the creek was this way. Our best bet is to find some kind of elevation—get a good look at the terrain from above. That should help us find the necessary landmarks.”

      This was easier said than done. Everywhere I looked, the forest grew from the same flat ground. “Could you climb a tree?” I suggested.

      “Do I look like a fucking monkey to you?” he snapped. He caught himself almost immediately, and his expression softened. “Sorry, but no. I'm not much for climbing, and the last thing we need is for me to fall and break a leg. We're better off looking for a hill or something.”

      So, off we went.

      In the twilight the woods all looked the same to me. Chaotic rows of trees stretched on in every direction and gave no indication that they'd ever thin out. The din of nocturnal insects rose and fell almost in time with my own labored breathing, and the resulting effect made my head feel as though it were alive with buzzing wings. Still, my eyes studied the space between each trunk greedily in search of anything resembling a footpath, and my ears sought to shelve the susurrus of the chatty bugs in favor of the creek's familiar patois. Our footfalls—tired and growing slower by the minute—were almost soundless except for the squishing they made upon the rain-churned soil.

      Jared led the way in a series of baffling stops and starts. Here, he'd push on ahead as quickly as he was capable—breaking into a reckless gallop through the mud. There, he'd pause tentatively between trees and wait for me to catch up while studying the dim terrain. Occasionally he'd mutter to himself; I couldn't make out anything intelligible during such outbursts, but could only guess that he was giving himself short pep talks.

      After another lengthy silence spent trudging through the brush, the two of us heard something most welcome. We had paused just long enough to catch our breath and rest our legs when the sound of dribbling water reached our ears from afar. Jared's eyes shot wide at the noise, and he turned to me with something like a maniac grin. “You hear that?”

      Indeed I had, and I took a few staggering steps forward, hands cupped over my ears. “The creek?”

      Gripping my hand tightly, Jared cut a ragged path through the trees and guided me breathlessly towards the sound. Tramping through the murk, we rushed with everything we had in search of the telltale dribbling, and less than a mile away we found it. The wall of trees gave way rather suddenly to the mud-daubed bank of Swan Creek, and I swear the two of us nearly fell to our knees in wavering delight.

      Our joy was short-lived, however. Jared had pulled me close to him, but as he stared into the choppy creek, its waters dark and turbid in the low glow of the moon, I saw the color in his reddened cheeks gradually drain, and porcelain took its place.

      The waters had risen on account of the rain. Drastically.

      We were not faced with raging rapids, exactly, but at this precise spot it was clear the water was deeper than we were tall, and that the force of the current would easily overpower us should we decide to chance a swim across. Waves raged and frothed; the engorged stream pulsed like an angry vein, leaving the banks soft and quivering. Glancing up and down its length, the moon revealed a number of spots where the creek had broken free of its limits. Where the borders had been subsumed by rain, tremulous pools of floodwater now stood—and actively grew. The landscape was changing as a result, with small hunks of land giving way and being swept into the flow.

      Jared licked his lips. His hand still clutched at my waist—albeit feebly—as he said, “How the hell are we going to cross that?”

      I was no field expert, but it was clear enough to me that our previous method—that of the reckless running-jump—wasn't going to pass muster this time around. The ground was too sodden for a good foothold, and we were likelier to nudge the edge of the bank into the creek as we prepared to jump than we were to gain liftoff. What's more, the rising waters had gone to work on the narrower patches, whittled them back somewhat, so that the creek's flooded width was virtually unbridgeable by a mere jump.

      After an eternity of waffling, Jared tugged me downstream. “Come on. We'll look for some elevation. There has to be some spot where we can cross safely—maybe a bridge somewhere. If we follow the creek long enough, we'll find some higher ground, get a better look at our surroundings, and eventually find what we're looking for.”

      I wasn't sold, but I nodded and followed him.

      The way forward was hardly linear; there was a lot of weaving around the flooded bits, and a fair bit of confused searching for higher ground. If anything, the further we went downstream, the more the gradient seemed to slope. Pockets of the wilderness within feet of the bank had become so flooded that mud and debris actively slid in staggered tracts, some of them calf-deep, and long-buried tree roots and boulders were coming into view after having been roused by the rain.

      Jared powered through the rougher patches, but I was repeatedly overwhelmed by the deteriorating landscape. The mud gripped my boots, and I lost my balance more times than I could count. With every tumble, I took on more and more mud, till I looked like I'd purposefully rolled around in it. Each time I fell, Jared would pause, offering a tight—impatient—smile, and my pride would ache just a little more. By the fifth or sixth instance, I was on the verge of tears. My body tingled with pain and cold. I tried unsuccessfully to petition Jared for a break; he would only shake his head, promising a breather “in a little while”.

      I don't know how long we walked before we found higher ground. I tried to keep track of the time by counting arbitrary things, like the staggered hooting of far-off owls, or the regular chirring of insects from the nearby trees, but the seconds coalesced into an uninterpretable mass all the same. When we finally happened upon a rise in the topography that Jared thought worthy of inspection, I'd been in the process of fighting back a sob. I'd been so preoccupied with my misery that I nearly trudged past him—it was only his firm hand on my shoulder that stopped me and clued me in to this development.

      He pointed up to a gradual rise that broke away from the banks and grew into the wilderness like the hump of a buried camel. The hill was largely bald of foliage—much of it had evidently washed away—and despite the gentleness of the slope the muddiness all but ensured it would be a monster to climb. “If we get to the top of this hill,” began Jared, “we should be able to see for a fair distance.” He stared at the summit, which was partially blocked by slanted trees. “Walking uphill in this mud is going to be really nasty.”

      I got the hint. He didn't want me to slow him down, and frankly, I'd had my fill of falling on my ass. “I'll stay here,” I offered. “You climb. Get a look around and then come back down when you've got the lay of the land.”

      This plan pleased him, and he gave a firm nod before starting his ascent.

      “But hurry,” I blurted before he'd even gone ten feet.

      “I will,” he promised. “Stay here and get a little rest. I'll be back before you know it.”

      Leaning against the trunk of a knotty pine, I gave my pulsing feet a rest. Water had long ago made its way into my boots, and the cold left my toes tingling. Though I was fast approaching the end of my tether, I took this opportunity to look at the bright side of things. Jared and I had been lost in the woods, but the discovery of the creek—however flooded—had seen us return to familiar territory. Now, he was scaling this hill, and would get a good idea of surrounding features. He'd come back down when he was through, surely with a plan of some kind, and before long we'd be on our way back to civilization. This trip had been a nightmare, but we were probably within a mile or two of our camp—and the Jeep, by extension. It was possible, even probable, that we'd get out of this park and on the road within an hour or so.

      I watched Jared climb. His footing was less than sure, but whenever he began to slide in the muck, he'd grasp a tree trunk and right himself. He made reasonably quick work of the hill, and his loud grunting broke out over the raucous babbling of the creek as he neared the top. Merely watching his ascent made my legs hurt. Gradually, as he explored the hilltop, he fell out of direct sight. The trees peppering the hill were too numerous, blocked out his form.

      It didn't feel good, losing sight of him. I worried that he might injure himself and get stuck up there. It's stupid, but in my anxious state I worried, too, that he might just keep going—that this trip had made him resentful of me, and that he'd choose to abandon me. Standing at the base of the hill, shivering against the pine, I couldn't remember ever feeling lonelier.

      My fears proved unfounded, though. After some tense moments, I sensed movement atop the hill, through the trees. I breathed a sigh of relief that clouded the air before me and took a few slow steps up the hill. “How did it go?” I called out. “Anything?”

      Jared didn't reply, but merely continued his slow descent.

      I could tell something was wrong as he rounded the first of several trees. When you know someone—really know them—you become accustomed to their mannerisms, their movements. As he returned to the foot of the hill, I noticed something was off in Jared's gait. His stride was quick, somewhat slinky. It wasn't the walk of someone traversing slick, difficult terrain. At first, I thought it a cheery kind of walk, a walk indicative of good news, but then the moon brightened and brought other things to light.

      The face staring down at me was pale. Paler than it had been on the way up, by a significant margin. Even from a distance, I could tell that there was something amiss in that face; the lines had been drawn differently, seemed fuzzy.

      It took me a few moments of baffled inspection to realize why that was.

      It wasn't his.

      My heart reached up and sucker punched the back of my throat.

      Someone else was coming down that hill to meet me.

      Any hope that it was a friendly party—perhaps a park ranger or helpful camper—dissolved the moment their ashen face entered into clearer focus. The visage wasn't remotely masculine, as its hardest edges had been scrubbed down to amorphous nubs. No, rather, it was alien and possessed of a bestial hostility. Something like a nose broached the center of the face, while two misplaced eyes—cavernous and drooping—took up residence beneath a pronounced troglodytic brow. The figure began to lope down the hill with a marked recklessness, causing a mouth to open and shut in a series of ragged gasps heard clearly even from a distance. This mouth opened only slightly, however; its lips were seemingly held together, and were so thin that the orifice disappeared into the pale canvas of the face when closed, only to flash ajar again like an ebony tear across an alabaster membrane.

      This face stared down at me from between sparse locks of silver hair, and was carried on a body of pasty white flesh which I now saw was completely bereft of clothing. Swaying against a skeletal chassis were two misshapen breasts, and below, a rotund stomach that brought to mind the quivering engorgement of a well-fed snake.

      I convulsed so awfully that I nearly toppled over, and for an instant every sound—those grating gasps, the chatter of the creek, the night birds—was buried beneath the scream of my pulse.

      As the figure drew nearer, half-way down the hill now, my mind ceded control to my body and my legs began to move of their own accord. They were numb, felt like popsicle sticks as they plunged in and out of the muck in heavy steps, but they carried me from the base of the hill into a sprint.

      Tears welled in my eyes, fouling up my vision.

      From behind, the ghoul's footfalls sounded close.

      Racing through the mud and barely staying upright, I fled towards the familiar—towards the creek.

      I hadn't intended to fall in, though. Nearing the disintegrating bank and turning quickly to gauge the distance of my pursuer, I drew too close to the edge and did exactly that.

      The last thing I saw before tumbling into the water was not the monstrous thing, but Jared, scrambling towards me, arms outstretched in warning.

      He didn't make it in time.

      I hit the water with a splash and immediately the current rushed over me. Like a piece of flotsam I was whisked downstream.
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      Gasping, choking.

      Never been much of a swimmer, and the current's too rough to get much of a rhythm going.

      Being carried off by the undertow, barely able to stay above water.

      Then I sink.

      Vanishing under the surface and there's only cold now. A darkness more complete than that of the night-soaked woods. I can feel the water gurgling into my ears. I fail to shut my mouth in time and get a throatful of the surf; the dissolved solids, the roiling sediments, have a pre-Cambrian sweetness to them.

      Then I'm heaved back to the surface just long enough to spit up and take another gasp.

      I can feel the edge of the bank with my hands as I'm carried past; my arms are battered against the stones, tangled in the protruding tree roots.

      Slipping underneath again, I realize something.

      Those aren't tree roots.

      They're hands, and they're grabbing at me as I pass. I feel them elsewhere, tugging at my legs, my waist, my neck. They're pulling me deeper in, trying to keep me submerged till all my fight is gone.

      They're winning, too.

      Batting blindly through the water, I touch the things and get a good feel for them. The flesh is ice-cold and soft to the point of disintegration under the slightest pressure—wrists with all the give of overripe stone fruits; wriggling fingers that flake apart as readily as baked fish. Still, they keep reaching, keep tugging.

      I'm over, then under again, in the space of a labored gasp.

      By some miracle I roll onto my back and return to the surface with water streaming out of my ears and nose. Bobbing on the creek like a cork, the light seems too bright; maybe the moon has found its second wind, or else I've been drowning for hours now.

      I'm reaching out, looking for something I can use as an anchor.

      Still gasping, still choking. The stem of a dead leaf has found its way into my mouth; I can feel it wrapped around one of my tonsils.

      Eyes flashing open as I bump against the gelatinous bank, I'm stunned by the midday sun barreling down at me through the trees. And there's more. People milling around the waterfront, carrying baskets of fishing gear and washing. Women pacing about in long dresses and bonnets, looking like Whistler's Mother; men with muskets in hand and an assortment of furs tied to their belts. I know they aren't seeing me—not really. They just watch the creek flow with pleasant looks on their faces, glance past me like I'm some prize carp drifting by.

      The current changes. My body folds and I sink once again.

      This time, I don't resurface for awhile—can't gain any purchase against the banks and can't so much as feel the creek bed below. I'm just suspended there, helpless, like a fetus in utero.

      I manage to thrust my head out of the water and steal a little oxygen, and I see the night has returned and all the pleasant actors have withdrawn. Caught in the flow, I'd temporarily surfaced in the old world; in the past. The world is unraveling all around me and the laws of physics don't seem so concrete as once. Anything can—and will—happen. For all I know, when next I open my eyes, I'll find myself looking out into the world of the future. Maybe the creek will have dried up by then and someone will fetch me as they cruise past in their flying car.

      The unseen hands claw at the hem of my poncho, dragging me down. I sink like a rock.

      This time, I don't remember resurfacing.
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      Pain.

      There was pain radiating through my arms and legs. Vague aches in my abdomen where I knew all of my most important bits were. My head was home to an awful pain, like it had been crushed in a vise.

      So much pain.

      Though I hadn't opened my eyes yet, I could feel the world spinning all around me, and I shrank into myself in the hopes that I wouldn't tumble off the side. Mired in the pain-slog, it occurred to me that this wasn't the movement of water I was sensing, it was all internal, and that, furthermore, the cold ground I presently cowered on was solid.

      Finally, I opened my eyes.

      A cool blade of grass brushed my cornea as I blinked blearily. A darkness held sway over my surroundings—richly powerful—but I could see enough to remember where I was. And I was with it enough to sob, too, at that realization. Huddled into a shaking heap, I clasped at my legs, felt the pains of the day course through me in a fresh wave and had a good, long cry.

      The woods. You're still in the woods.

      Every little movement—from raising my head up from the grass, to actually sitting upright—hurt a great deal, but after some effort, I managed. Swallowing down the pain, I massaged my brow and tried accessing my memories—tried to grasp at the last ribbon of consciousness. Rocking back and forth on the ground, I found the only thing I could immediately recall was the water.

      I'd fallen into the creek, had been in the process of drowning in that dirty, surging stream.

      Now, I was on land.

      I panned about slowly, wondering how that was possible.

      To my right and left were trees. Scattered among them were shrubs, shadow-grown ferns, the odd stone. The element I'd most expected in my surroundings—that is, the creek itself—was nowhere to be seen, however.

      The moon bore down on me like a staring eye as I took stock of my body and questioned my circumstances. Perhaps I'd been plucked out of the water by someone—by Jared—and he'd carried me here to rest. That was the only thing that made sense.

      Studies of my clothing shut down that hypothesis, though.

      I'd come to in the damp grass, and so had ended up with wet spots on my clothing, but for all intents and purposes I was otherwise dry. I brought a hand up to my head and calmly ran my fingers through my hair. In doing so, I came to evict a small, black insect that'd cuddled up to my scalp, but my hair proved dry as straw. I probed my ears with my fingers, recalling the way the creek water had poured into me, but no shaking of my head could produce the uncomfortable fullness that accompanies swimmer's ear. My mouth was plagued by sourness—a taste I'd undoubtedly acquired after lying unconscious in the grass and huffing the night air through an open mouth. The taste of the creek was distant now; so distant, like a sensation from a dream, that I couldn't be sure I'd ever tasted it at all.

      The fright this discovery gave me is hard to overstate, but suffice it to say it was enough to get me on my tired feet.

      Where reality began and delusion ended was difficult to say. I had only the here and now, and the evidence of my present circumstances, to go off of. All signs pointed to my having hallucinated the trip down the creek. I was dry, wasn't I? And to boot, the creek itself was nowhere in sight. Perhaps I'd staggered off in fright or confusion, passed out in this small clearing, and had dreamt the terrifying ordeal. But this explanation left much to be desired as well. Where was Jared, then, and why hadn't he stopped me from wandering off?

      Standing in the cursed woods, I realized the answer would not be revealed to me. Things functioned differently here, outside of sound logic. Working through the nightmarish highlight reel that had been this trip, I understood that this was not the first time my cognizance had been violated by the wiles of this place. The fear and disorientation I felt was the region's defining characteristic, in fact—and it had been so for more than a hundred years. All I could be certain of—and the pain I felt was convincing enough to assure me—was that I was alive.

      And I was only alive, I supposed, because Ellie Pomeroy had wanted me that way.

      I was in no mood for highfalutin explorations into the nature of the supernatural, and even at my calmest could scarcely hope to grasp the mechanics behind something like a curse. I doubted that the spirit of Ellie Pomeroy was wandering behind the scenes like an imp and pulling levers, and yet I maintained, as I'd done for awhile now, that she was very much alive and active in these woods in some capacity; and what's more, that my present sufferings were owed fully to her lingering will.

      For the present, at least, I was alone.

      Alone, and at a complete loss.

      Jared and I had struggled through the woods, and his attempts at navigation had yielded little. Even so, the two of us had been together, and there'd been security in that. Now, there was no telling where he was. The thought occurred to me—not without the skipping of a few heartbeats—that something had happened to him, but I brushed it aside. I prayed he was all right, and that he was faring better in this hellish forest than I was.

      I began pacing into the woods ahead, wanting to call out for my boyfriend but afraid of the other things my voice might summon. I recalled with a shudder the ghoulish vision that'd chased me into the creek prior to my awakening. It had to have been a vision, of course—I refused to believe that something so awful could really exist, even here. Regardless, I kept my voice to myself. There was no sense in risking it.

      Instead of making a ruckus and drawing undue attention, I listened. I listened for Jared, I listened for the sounds of pursuit, and of the creek. What's more, I kept my eyes peeled for anything that could help me better gauge my location. The woods were dark and vast, and though we'd spent the day lost in them, every tree and clearing seemed to me a carbon copy of the last. It was my hope that some other feature might rise up out of the night to act as a signpost—a ruin or sign of civilization I could cling to in my hopeless wandering.

      I listened to the conversations of insects. They whirred and clicked and sang amongst themselves, and as I pressed on without a clear path, I wondered if they were mocking me. The shrill voice of a cricket rose from a thicket nearby, and to my addled mind it possessed a measure of sass. “Oh, I wouldn't go that way if I were you, dear...” In the trees above, I sometimes heard the settling of birds in their nests, and their conspiratorial coos as I walked past. “The poor thing is never going to make it. She's hopeless.”

      I was down on myself, drinking deep from my misery, when I spotted something in the distance that made my spirits soar in triumph.

      A light.

      It was not an especially bright light, nor especially close, but in a narrow crevice beyond the trees a yellow glow pierced the night. I rubbed at my eyes to make sure I wasn't imagining it, and as I took off towards it, I half-wondered if it wasn't merely a reflection of the moon. My mind teemed deliriously with bizarre fancies—maybe it was a cluster of light-bearing fairies, or a bumbling will-o'-the wisp waiting to show me the way out of the woods. Perhaps it was a search party, led by Jared, or else a streetlamp signaling the border of civilization.

      The closer I got, the more detail I was able to make out about this strange light issuing from the shadowed wilderness. It was not artificial; artificial lights don't skip and weave the way this one did. I was seeing natural light of some sort—a fire, I presumed. The only thing I couldn't clearly make out yet was its source.

      I halted, unsure whether I should run straight for it or take a more cautious approach. If it was a campfire, then who did it belong to? Then, in the same breath, came a counter-point: Does it really matter whose it is? There were few things in the world more appealing to me just then than a campfire. I was awfully desperate for comfort and warmth—so much so that my resistance proved short-lived and my curiosity won out. Maybe it's Jared, I thought. It could be that he's set up a new camp, and is waiting there for me. Pleased enough by this sham theory, I pushed towards the light, watching as it shifted lazily through a spectrum of deep yellows and oranges. I dreamt of its warmth, prayed it wasn't too much further.

      But I was not prepared for what I encountered as I broke through the trees.

      The light was indeed that of a fire—the light of numerous fires, in fact. The glow had been coming from perhaps dozens of lit candles arranged in neat rows. I lost my balance and thumped against a tree, feeling as though I might pass out, such was my despair. Fear seized my legs and sent me scrambling for cover. It was not the sight of the candles themselves that inspired this fit of terror, but rather, the place in which they sat.

      The porch and windows of a certain old house had been lined in these lit candles. An arrangement that had likely been intended to make the place inviting had the exact opposite effect. Hot bile stung my throat, and I was overcome with revulsion. From deeper in came still more light; the hardy glow of what looked to be a hearth had set one of its vacuous windows shining brightly.

      It was the house.

      The very same one Jared and I had fled from.

      A house choked in darkness and left wallowing in decrepitude. A house that had swallowed us up in the day, only to spit us out—shaken and defiled—by night. A house where I had felt my mind slip, and had stood laughing in the dark with my fingers tangled in the plumage of a dead bird, and where Jared had groped about in the darkness, touching the face of a silent standby.

      It was this house, couched between dense clusters of trees and fronted by a pool of stagnant water, that I looked out upon. It appeared that someone was home.
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      Did it make sense to cry at the sight of that tottering house? No—and I'd done enough of that already. I stood there, staring at it from a distance, and wondered if it was any more sensical to try and run from it. So long as I remained in these wicked woods, I was playing by someone else's rules—was forced to tolerate a different breed of reality—and I damn well knew it by then. Running away from the house was the expected move, the rational thing, but in this place where my waking life had been filled with nightmarish hallucinations—in this wretched place where reason simply didn't exist—the futility of retreat was painfully clear to me.

      I didn't have to go into that house, didn't have to subject myself to whatever lurked within its walls, but avoiding it didn't ensure my safety, either. The spirit of these woods would descend upon me in some other way if I fled, in its own time, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I still wasn't in any rush to go near it, but the damned-if-you-do-damned-if-you-don't-edness of the situation tempered my terror somewhat. I watched as tendrils of white wax spilled from the lit candles and streamed down the steps of the porch, the windowsills. All that while, the animal in me clamored for warmth. I focused longingly on that orange-yellow window, dreaming of the fire that awaited me inside if only I could muster the courage to enter.

      There was no telling whether Jared was looking for me at that moment, but if he was, then it only made sense for me to wait for him in a place the two of us knew. Notable landmarks in this sprawling wilderness had been few and far between. If I waited in the house, perhaps he'd see the lights in his wanderings and would investigate, upon which we'd be reunited. I fostered more ludicrous ponderings, too: Maybe Jared is the one who lit the candles—maybe he's waiting inside, and he lit these all as a signal for me. I knew how stupid a notion that was, but I couldn't dismiss it altogether.

      I counted the passage of several minutes on the breath of the wind, on the staggered timpani-beats of my heart, noting no perceptible change in the scenery. The candles flickered on, the tongues of flame waving this way and that cartoonishly, like beckoning fingers. The cold, which had long sunk its teeth in me, only locked out its jaw in the interim. The allure of a fire proved irresistible.

      After stopping to make sure I was still alone in the woods—that no strange figures lurked in the thickets surrounding the house—I began a slow walk towards the place. On the way, I was conscious of every step, conscious of the noise my boots made as they crunched leaves and twigs, conscious even of the steady swish I made as I passed through the grass. Since my awakening, the night had seemed so quiet that my advance now struck me as cacophonous, profane. I paused as I drew near the house, before that wide, stagnant pool, and when the silence rolled back into place I thought I could hear the burning of the candle wicks.

      The worm-eaten building seemed more robust now than it had before, and I knew that the darkness was hiding its most egregious defects. But even accounting for the profusion of shadow, after a careful survey there was no denying the fact that the place was in a marginally fitter state than it had been during my last visit, and I paused to marvel at this change. Fevered thoughts ran through my mind as I sought to pin down a reason for this sudden enrichment.

      Maybe it's the candlelight. It looks warmer, more inviting because of it.

      Or maybe the house is showing you a new face—presenting a different version of itself.

      Maybe it's been feeding on your misery, mending itself with your anguish.

      An unsteady laugh escaped my lips as I started for the copse to the right of the house. As I'd done before with Jared, I crept around the driest edge of the standing pool to keep my feet dry, but I'd only gone a few paces when I realized it wasn't necessary. The water level had fallen substantially throughout, so that I could walk straight to the porch without fear of plunging in past my calves. Stepping carefully to keep my laces dry, I made it onto the bottom porch step, and the light splashing I made extinguished a few nearby candles with a hiss.

      Taking up one of the candles on the porch, I stepped over the remainder and towards the front door, where the shadows and the firelight fought for supremacy. Somewhere deep inside, casting that delicious orange glow, was the hearth. If I quieted my breathing while standing at the threshold, I fancied I could make out the popping of firewood.

      It was a delightful noise, utterly reassuring. The sights and sounds of a fire brought to mind quaint images of frontier living, of nights spent lounging under a blanket, and despite the house's previous associations, I began to sense that this was a place I could feel safe in, at least temporarily. To my beleaguered mind, if I was to pass the night anywhere in this forgotten acre, to wait patiently for Jared, then this was the wisest choice, bar none.

      A bead of white wax rolled down the taper in my hand and cooled against my knuckles. I stepped inside, the low salutation of the creaky floors making my shoulders tense as I did so. Borne on a gust of wind, a handful of leaves skittered across the foyer, and they looked to me like scurrying mice in the sparse candlelight. I wavered there for quite some time, looking for my voice. “I-Is anyone there?” I called out. The voice was barely my own; it was raspy, weighed down by fear.

      No response came to my query.

      Starting deeper in, and simply being thankful to have the moldering walls standing between me and the fierce cold of the night, I allowed myself to relax somewhat, and began seeking out the room with the hearth in it. It wasn't hard; all I had to do was follow its voluminous glow across the walls. I did just that, weaving out of the foyer, to the right. This brought me into a shadowy room full of toppled furniture whose only light came from the flickering of some few tapers scattered pell-mell in candlesticks across the floor. I had been in this room once before; it was the room with the rusted stove, the one with the mottled rug and broken chairs.

      The fire was coming from a room adjacent. I glimpsed the light—and with a shudder of delight, felt its warmth—through a narrow doorway planted some ten feet beyond. Careful not to disturb the mess in this dark room, I shuffled through and paused in said doorway, where I discovered a lovely fire bumbling in a stone hearth. And more.

      This room was as cozy and pleasant a thing as a house of this age and disrepair could possibly have managed, and a slow pan across its length told me it was in a relatively good state compared to the rest of the place. Forming something of a dead-end, there were no other doorways in this room leading to other spots in the lower story. It was relatively high-ceilinged; I wagered the ceilings here were in the ballpark of nine or ten feet. I couldn't have touched them even standing on a chair. The plaster on the walls had been chipped and gouged over the years, but overall they held up, and in one spot a piece of art still hung in place—a primitive-looking depiction of the Last Supper, by the looks of it.

      Unlike other rooms, this one appeared free of water damage. A stack of logs sat beside the fireplace in a rusted iron receptacle, and a pair of wooden chairs were positioned on opposite ends of the hearth. The mantle was built of thick, natural wood, but except for an abundance of dust there was nothing on it. Pacing around in this simple room, I soaked in the warmth that rolled out of the hearth and sighed with genuine relief. I felt like I'd run across a water bottle in the desert; I wasn't out of the woods just yet—literally and figuratively—but this was a step in the right direction. Hunger and thirst were not negligible for me at this point, but I was thankful enough for this modicum of comfort not to concern myself with those growing appetites.

      In awe of my luck, I planted the candlestick I'd been carrying upon the stone of the hearth and then eased myself down into one of the chairs, finding it solid. My legs, excruciatingly overtired, spasmed a little as I stretched them out towards the fire. I leaned back, letting my body sink against the frame of the chair, and let the warmth wash over me.

      I wasn't sure who had started this fire or lit the candles, but I was damn thankful for it. Perhaps it really had been Jared; maybe he'd found his way back here and had set about making this place a temporary base camp until he could figure out how to get us home. Where he'd gone since remained to be seen, but as I relaxed in the chair and soaked up the warmth, I hoped he would soon return.

      The house was silent, but thanks to the stirring and popping of the fire the silence was not oppressive. Outside, the wind buffeted the exterior, setting the entire place creaking for several seconds. I cradled myself and prayed that this ordeal would come to an end. Eventually, it would have to, right? The curse that had befallen Newsom's Landing, however supernatural, still operated on a fixed schedule. It was said to last only a single day. I wondered why it was that Ellie Pomeroy's spirit remained here, why she poisoned this place so long after death, and if she could possibly be convinced to stop. What did she want? Justice? Revenge? A friendly ear?

      It occurred to me that she might have been the one that had started this blaze in the hearth. Maybe if I stuck around long enough, she'd find me sitting in her chair and I'd have a chance to ask her personally.

      We had made a mistake by coming here on September 14th—the date upon which the long-dead witch was at the height of her powers—but eventually the date would change. Within minutes or hours, the calendar would inexorably roll over to the 15th, and I had to believe that her sway over these woods would ebb, thus freeing anyone trapped within. All Jared and I had to do was survive until that happened.

      It was easier said than done, maybe, but as I nodded off by the fire, I felt like we had a fighting chance.
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      I dreamt in that house where none had dreamt for over a hundred years.

      Slouching in the chair, head bobbing as I struggled to remain upright, my body took a much needed rest, but my mind remained as active as ever.

      It started with a bit of noise; a rustling, specifically. I found myself sitting up, looking around the room. Its borders were ill-defined now, and the finer details had blurred into a shadowed mess, but the major elements remained, and were, if anything, more vivid in my dream than they had been in waking life.

      My eyes caught the bumbling of the fire. The tongues of flame visible in the hearth were long and thin, and they swayed to a private rhythm. What began as red flame shifted glacially to orange, and then yellow, as was to be expected. But I stared on in wonder as the fire began to explore the other hues on the spectrum; the hearth came to glow with a cold blue, then a verdant green. The room was lit eerily in indigo when I glanced away from the fire and became aware of another presence in the room.

      It was a woman. She strode in very quietly, the floors barely creaking beneath her step. Wearing a long, white dress and a bonnet from whence long tails of carefully-braided hair snuck down her shoulders, she looked almost like a milkmaid. She did not turn to look at me; in fact, as she walked across the room and took a seat in the chair opposite mine, she seemed to be making an effort to mask her face from me.

      Sitting bolt upright in her chair, the woman—face hidden by shadow or else masked by the machinery of the dreamspace—began to tend the fire. She reached out and picked up one of the metal instruments kept by the store of firewood and stoked the flames. She did so with great care and interest, and like me, she seemed transfixed by the shifting colors.

      The fire went from indigo back to red, then orange, then yellow, then blue, green...

      I don't know how many of these cycles the two of us had watched in silence when I heard the woman begin to laugh.

      It was a quiet laugh—the amused laugh of a woman who'd just happened upon a funny memory. What she did next was stranger still; using the iron poker she held in her wan hand, she carefully plied one of the lit logs from the flaming mound and eased it out of the hearth. It rolled down the pile, kicking up sparks, until it came to rest at the very edge of the stone.

      The woman bent down and picked up the flaming log.

      A very strange feeling rose up in my chest as I watched. I couldn't say why I was distressed at the scene, but in my gut I understood something very frightening was occurring. Heedless of the pain it must have caused, the woman scooped up the flaming log and placed it upon her lap, where the flame immediately began consuming her long, white dress. As the fire spread—red, orange, yellow—she rocked gently in her seat and let loose another, throatier, laugh.

      The fire spread. She rocked frontwards and backwards with increasing force, laughed harder. The fire was blue now, green, indigo. The bonnet went up in flames, as did the braids, and even then she didn't look up at me. The fire made light work of her clothing and began feasting on the skin beneath, and rather than shriek or cry, the woman just kept on laughing. Eventually she was still, and the chair itself had caught fire. The room was full of smoke—smoke that smelled like sandalwood and lavender, rather than burning flesh. As the fire ate its way inward and the depths of her torso were bared, the smells intensified in their sweetness.

      Then there was darkness. Every sense was shut down in an instant. I couldn't recall the smells that had filled the air only moments ago; could not so much as conceive of scent itself. I'd traveled deeper into sleep.
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      My awakening was gradual. The warm hues of the fire—straight oranges and yellows—pried at my eyes like the morning sun. I'd developed a crick in my neck from slumping in the chair.

      From somewhere in the room, I heard a faint creak. Taking a deep breath, I sat up and opened my eyes, expecting to find someone tending the fire. I didn't recall, just then, precisely where I was or how I'd gotten there, but the recollection only took me a few seconds of confused blinking.

      There was no one at the fire. The logs had burned down substantially and a good deal of white ash had accumulated amongst them. I wasn't sure how much time had passed since I'd dozed off, and as I wiped at my eyes and tried to puzzle that out, everything else came back into focus.

      Jared. The curse. The house. The woods.

      I was still in the house. Jared wasn't there. I had no idea of the date, but there was every possibility the calendar hadn't yet rolled over to the 15th of the month—and that I remained under the witch's sway.

      That strange creak sounded again, pulling me from my thoughts. It was clearer this time, and seemed nearer, too. Looking past the hearth, then past the empty chair, I found nothing, but as I turned towards the doorway I discovered a new shadow hovering nearby.

      I fell out of my chair.

      The creak had not been the settling of the floors or the bracing of the house against the wind, but the sound of rope under tension. While I'd slept, a length of rope had been strung over one of the wooden beams in the ceiling, and at its other terminus, dangling two or three feet from the floor, was a limp body.

      My eyes glazed over with terror, and I scrambled across the floor, into the opposite corner of the room. Pressing my back to the wall, I stared up at the corpse in dumb horror, slack-jawed. I didn't want to look at it, but the odious pull of the thing was so magnetic I couldn't look away.

      It was the body of a woman—or what had once been a woman. Patchy tendrils of oily silver hair obscured parts of the face and neck, but as the body turned on its noose, rolling this way and that in the draft, everything was more or less visible. The eyes, sunken and drooping in life, were thrust wide open now, and the yellowed spheres bulged to such an incredible degree it seemed a miracle that they didn't come tumbling out of their sockets. A malformed nose like a worm writhing out of white soil festooned the face.

      Perhaps most jarring of all was the mouth, though. The lips were parted slightly, and the overall impression was that the blackened teeth behind were locked in an eternal grit. But as the figure rotated, I saw this was not the case. The jaw was marked on each side by two rust-colored studs—the heads of nails—which had been driven through the flesh and into the bone.

      I knew then that I was staring up at the corpse of Ellie Pomeroy, and my stomach seized. The hateful creature behind all of my delusions and sufferings presently dangled before me, completely naked. Her body was white as bone and threaded in knotty blue veins. The body looked fresh, somehow—drained only very recently of its vital energies.

      I had to get out of the room. I would have done just about anything to avoid existing in close proximity to the hanging witch, but my only exit from the room lied past her swaying form. My teeth chattered more intensely than they had when I'd been out in the cold, and all the bones in my body seemed to follow suit as I fought to stand. After no little effort, I succeeded in gaining my feet, but remained a quaking mess. Combing my hair out of my face and holding my breath, I began creeping around the room's perimeter towards the doorway, sticking close to the walls.

      All that while, the creaking of the rope waxed discordantly and the dead woman's eyes traveled in a neat arc along with the sway of her body, her gaze possessing the sharpness of a knife. Every time those jaundiced eyes bore into me, I couldn't help but stop. My retreat only resumed when she shifted with the draft and the spell of her gaze was momentarily broken.

      I was very nearly to the door when it occurred to me that this was merely the latest in a long succession of hallucinations. Quivering against the wall, some ten feet from the doorway, I glared at the corpse and wondered what reason the witch had to show me such a thing. I knew from the history I'd read that Ellie Pomeroy had not been hanged; she'd been murdered by a group of townsfolk and buried face-down in an unmarked grave. The scene I now faced was undoubtedly horrific, but it didn't reflect reality as I knew it, and I began to wonder if it was even real. After all, I had seen and heard many things in these woods that had turned out to be nothing more than illusion.

      Reflecting on all I'd been through, something rose up in me, began to supplant the terror that'd left me mute and paralyzed. I was angry.

      Looking up at the witch with contempt, I spoke. It took me a few moments to clear the tearful edge from my voice. “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “Why are you torturing me, and Jared?”

      The body eased back to the right so that those dead, answerless eyes were fixed on me again.

      I shuddered, but kept on all the same. “Jared and I didn't do anything to you. Understand? We just came here to spend some time on this land—we didn't do anything to deserve this. Why are you still haunting these woods after so long? And why target the two of us?”

      The rope groaned as the corpse reeled slowly to the left.

      I choked down my fear and took another step—then another—towards the door. “You lit all of those candles, didn't you? And you started this fire. You wanted us to be drawn to the house, right?” I glanced around the room. “Well, I've been here awhile, and I'm still wondering what the point is—what you want from us. Do you want to scare us—to get revenge on the living for what you went through? Do you want us to feel bad for you? What the hell is it?”

      My next step coincided with another shift in the rope, and the corpse locked eyes with me.

      “You've put us through a lot of shit,” I seethed. “But you've scared me enough. None of this is real. I know who you are, and I know how long you've been dead. And I'm done being scared.”

      I walked past the corpse, finally arriving at the door. I had been in the process of drawing in a relieved sigh when my shoulder brushed up against the witch's limp foot, and instead a wicked shiver coursed through me. Even as I pulled away, took a step through the door, I was taken aback by something.

      That foot—that dead flesh I'd bumped up against—had felt real.

      It hadn't felt like an illusion.

      Suddenly, my courage evaporated and the fear came running back to take its place.

      I started through the dark room ahead of me, leaving behind the corpse and the fire, and navigated by the light of the few candles on the floor, which had by then been reduced to stubs. I felt my way to the next room and headed towards the front door. That was when I heard a voice coming from somewhere else in the house.

      “Penny?”

      I froze.

      “Penny? You in here, Penny?”

      It was Jared.

      “J-Jared!” I cried. “Is it really you?”

      I heard him sigh loudly. “I've been looking everywhere for you, babe. Where are you?”

      My legs weakened at the sound of his voice, such was my joy at being reunited. I wanted to run to him, but I wasn't able to pinpoint his location. It sounded like he was deeper in the house, perhaps several rooms away, or even in the upstairs. “I'm in here! I'm in the house, I... I'm near the room with the fireplace.” I turned this way and that, trying to furnish a better description of my current surroundings, but I stopped short.

      I had turned—for only a second—back towards the room I'd just come from. The firelight issued warmly from the doorway, and the noose continued its oscillations.

      But there was no one hanging from it.

      The body—Ellie Pomeroy's body—was nowhere in sight.

      The horrific implications of my discovery were only just beginning to dawn on me when I heard a sudden cacophony of feet smacking against the timeworn floors. Bare, flabby soles were striking the planks from somewhere in the lower story, and were doing it with such rabid force that I could feel it from several rooms away. The walls shook as something struggled after me in the darkness; something that would enter into sight at any moment.

      All pretense of bravery fled me and I took off running into the dark. I darted through the shadowed room with the moldy rug and rusted stove, and crashed into the foyer, where my erratic steps sent the floorboards cracking under my weight. From some other room—close, and getting closer—I heard Jared's voice calling out to me afresh. It didn't sound like it had before; rather, it sounded like an imitator. It was at once too deep and not deep enough; too masculine, and yet somehow boyish. And what's more, there was amusement in it.

      “Penny,” called out my pursuer. “Penny, where are you?”

      The laid-back, entertained quality of the voice was at odds with the charging footfalls that set the house rattling on its foundations. I wasn't hearing a mere man running after me. This was the punishing stride of some many-legged beast, something infernal.

      Bumping into one of the walls hard enough to crack it, I rushed through the foyer and out onto the porch, where I mashed several dwindling candles underfoot and nearly slipped face-first into the pool of water that stood out front. Splashing into the slough, I felt cold water soaking into my pant legs, sloshing over the tops of my boots, but I ignored it. When I'd broken through the massive puddle, I fell, heaving, onto solid ground, my knees striking the grass and a jarring pain shooting up through my legs. Even this was not afforded much thought; within seconds I was up again, limping into the distance.

      The calls didn't stop after I left the house.

      From the open doorway, as though it were the house's own mouth, I heard my name being howled repeatedly. “PENNY. PENNY. PENNY.” The voice had shed its every familiar quality; it was unabashedly guttural now, beastly. The call of some wild animal. Finally, when I did not answer, it changed tack. A different voice—familiar but wholly out of place in these surroundings, called out to me. “Penny, come back! Where are you going?” It was my friend Diana's voice.

      The witch was mimicking the voices of my loved ones.

      I had made it some thirty yards or more from the house when I finally paused. My lungs were burning and the pains of my escape had left my limbs aching. I turned around, looking to the house that had finally fallen silent, and discovered a lone, naked figure standing upon the eaves of that old structure.

      Ellie Pomeroy stood upon the roof, staring at me as I resumed my flight into the wilderness.
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      My legs scarcely felt like a part of me as I ran. They shot off like pistons as I mashed my soggy feet against the ground. I had no idea where I was headed, if safety awaited just beyond the next copse of trees. With a roiling gut and a thrashing heart, I kept on until the house was no longer visible, till the sound of that animal-like voice was only a memory. I weaved through clearings and dense patches of woodland alike, not caring where I ended up so long as it was distant from that horror.

      In the space between gasps, I tried listening for the sounds of the chase. Is she after me? I couldn't find it in myself to slow down, to turn and look. It was too risky, and the very thought that the hag might keep pace with me was enough to stamp out my last vestiges of hope.

      Several minutes into my flight, the tip of my boot caught a protruding tree root and I landed on the cold ground with a thud. Though instinct commanded me to get up and keep moving, I remained on my back like a dying insect, my legs wheeling about confusedly, until finally I gave into my fatigue and just stayed down. The moon cut through the jagged canopy overhead, and against the navy tapestry of sky, its light proved bright enough to make my eyes water.

      Shuddering with pain and cold, I eased myself up onto my elbows and listened to the gossiping coos of a nearby bird. I searched my immediate surroundings for signs of the witch but, thankfully, found her absent. The shadows of other things crowded in, however; spilled amongst the trees were the decaying ruins of Newsom's Landing. A partially-standing wall in the distance, the remnants of a paved road half-covered in moss and debris, and what looked to be an old well all greeted me as I became acquainted with the area.

      Of all these crumbling ruins, the one that most arrested my attention was the well, because as I panted there, a dozen feet from it, I heard a stirring from its depths. This stirring was proceeded by a whisper, sharp and incessant. The voice sounded weak and parched.

      “Penny... Penny, are you there?”

      The call from deep down in the earth chilled my blood. I didn't recognize the voice. It was generically masculine, but thirst and exposure had seemingly robbed it of its more defining characteristics. It occurred to me that it might be Jared; that he'd fallen into the well and was now in need of rescue, but the recurrence of the refrain instilled some doubt.

      “Penny... Penny, are you there?” It was a voice like dust.

      Crawling towards the voice, I remained silent. I could make out the wellhead, reduced to misaligned rubble, and sat beside it a few moments before I gained the courage to look down. The moon was right, and its brightness filled out the immense hollow in its entirety.

      There was nothing at the bottom of the well. Stones and debris had accumulated down there over many seasons, but the presence I'd been expecting was nowhere to be found.

      No sooner had I pulled away from the thing did I hear the voice make a reprise, however. The well shaft was filled with dry, wheezing laughter, as though the passage were a sore throat. I doubled back on my hands and knees, accidentally bumping the stacked stones and sending a portion of the tottering wellhead tumbling down.

      Another illusion. “Just leave me alone!” I demanded. The laughter died down, but the voice still drifted up from the bottom of the well. “Penny... Penny... Penny...” It sounded more meager than before, and had a petulant edge to it. “Pennnyyyy,” whined the occupant of the well.

      Desperate to separate myself from the ruins of the cursed town, I returned to my feet and tried in earnest to put it all behind me. I staggered onward, the crowded trees feeling as suffocating as the bars of a jail cell window. Yes, that was apt. I was imprisoned in these hellish woods and trying to orchestrate a jail break. The warden had lost my scent for the moment, but it was only a matter of time before the two of us crossed paths again.

      Knees aching and back sore, I descended a small slope and continued through the forest. My feet were pounding in my boots, the cadence of their agony as quick and sharp as the beating of my heart. More than once I considered screaming out into the night, but each time I threw a hand over my mouth before I could summon my voice. I wanted to cry out to Jared; God willing, he was still out here, looking for me. I wanted to curse the witch, too—would have hurled every conceivable insult into the night in the vain hope they might reach her ears—but couldn't allow myself that pleasure for fear of being found out and tracked. And so I marched on silently, jaw tensed, while looking for a way back to established trails and rescue.

      I wanted to scream something else, too.

      What do you want from me?

      I felt I'd earned the right to ask that question. After all I'd been put through, all the horrors I'd witnessed, I wanted to know what it was all for. Ellie Pomeroy had kept vigil over these woods for over a century, and had tortured countless wanderers in that time without rhyme or reason. Perhaps she was merely a creature that delighted in the splendor of fear; a monstrous thing that relished in the propagation of suffering, but there were other possibilities, too. I wondered if her soul hadn't remained anchored to these woods for another reason—because she was bound here against her will. Was it possible that her spirit remained tethered to this place because certain conditions had not yet been fulfilled? Had her death been so traumatic that the circumstances surrounding it had to somehow be set right before she could rest?

      Maybe it was so, but in my present state I couldn't entertain the thought of assisting her. If anything, after all she'd put me through, I'd have liked to extend her suffering—to increase it a hundredfold. To know why she remained would have sated my curiosity, but my only real desire was to get out of the park and back to my life. The witch's problem was hers alone.

      Groping my way through the trees, I felt a change in the terrain beneath my boots. The ground was intermittently firm here, and when the clouds passed by the moon and allowed it to shine unencumbered I saw why. I'd found my way back to the town graveyard and was presently standing atop a weatherbeaten grave marker. With silent apologies, I paced over the memorials of countless dead, trying to recall how Jared and I had approached this site the first time around.

      I was encouraged at finding the cemetery; it was familiar ground, and provided I moved in the right direction I'd be able to relocate the Creek. I limped over the uneven stones with renewed vigor, trying to ferret out the best route back to camp, and in following the staggered monuments I discovered another dip in the terrain, which led to a sparser patch of forest. It was my hope that, a little further on, I'd find the waterfront.

      Something else entered into view as I slid through the grass and arrived at the bottom of the hill. I braced myself against a tree—both out of need for support, and so that I might hide behind it—and watched as someone passed. The narrow clearing was filled with the shadow of a passing form—sickly thin and all too familiar to me. The moonlight complimented the figure's ivory skin and brought out its paperiness, as well as the cyan vasculature underneath. The individual's every breath was hard and ragged—more of a beast's snorting than a human inhalation—and their naked body sagged like a pillar of melting wax.

      It was her.

      My heart went off like a jackhammer as I watched her drift past. That she was on the hunt for me seemed a certainty. Pressing myself against the tree trunk and holding my breath, I prayed she'd wander away without seeing me. I was immensely thankful that my noisy descent of the hill had gone unnoticed, but trembled all the same, sure that I was on the verge of discovery. Several breathless moments passed wherein I shrank against the tree, eyes shut, acting as though this were a bad dream I could will myself out of.

      Time passed. It must have only been thirty seconds, but it felt much longer. Finally, I opened my eyes, fearing that the specter would be staring me full-on in the face. Instead, I found she had gone off a bit further without noticing me. It was early days to court relief, but steeled by this, I peered out from around the large trunk to watch the hag's movements more closely.

      Despite my terror, the utter lightness of her tread piqued my curiosity, and I stole a glance at her feet—feet which I now saw did not touch the ground. The witch's long toes writhed unusually in the cold air like the sense organs of an insect, but did not so much as graze the grass. As though she were a balloon without a string—as though the hollows of her emaciated body were filled with helium—she floated over the ground, casting an impressive shadow. Where she was headed remained to be seen, but the glazed fixedness with which she stared into the distance telegraphed a kind of purpose.

      Finally, the shadow dissipated. Her sagging form fell out of view. The two of us had passed like two vessels on a dark sea; she, deeper into the wilderness from whence I'd come, and I—hopefully—to calmer waters.

      When I felt sure I was no longer within her line of sight, I stepped out from behind the tree and prepared to continue on my way. It was an incessant desire for caution that saw me pause and verify her whereabouts, however—I didn't want to rush ahead only to encounter her further on, and would feel better if I knew she'd really gone in the opposite direction. Creeping several paces through the underbrush, my gaze managed to grasp at the coattails of her withdrawing shadow, and I began stalking her through the woods. I'd be lying if I said I didn't exact a certain delight for the role-reversal.

      The floating nightmare meandered between the trees, her noxious shadow staining the already uninviting wilderness and her bestial inhalations intruding upon the silence. Her thin arms remained plastered to her sides, though the fingers—like those queer toes—wriggled sluggishly, as though privy to some environmental data. The crone never turned her head, and if not for her forward progress I'd have thought her catatonic. Her withering gaze remained fixed on the distance, and as I skulked at her rear I swear that the bush itself parted and shuddered for her soundless passage. The trees—so deeply-rooted and immovable at first glance—seemed to give her a wide berth, as though she were too noxious for association.

      And then, with a nerve-rattling suddenness, she halted.

      For this pause, the witch had chosen a gap between the trees that was characterized not merely by its openness, but by an air of staggering decay. The ground there, in stark contrast to all that surrounded it, was bare. That is, where trees should have grown—and in substantial number—none did. Those in close proximity to the small clearing were malformed, with withered limbs and leafage whose color and shape had deviated most markedly from the autumnal norm and approached putrefaction. As though it were a blast crater, the patch of bare earth, some ten feet in circumference, dipped very slightly at its center. Under normal circumstances, rain water would have gathered in such a formation, but as best I could tell none had pooled there after the rains we'd had. In fact, the ground seemed preternaturally parched, stony.

      The witch proceeded to linger in this spot, hovering over the cracked soil, in the shadow of a fetid canopy knit together by distorted constituents as if to hide the decaying glade from the eyes of heaven. I watched the specter float there for a long while, and would have turned back while I was still ahead if a sudden movement in her bony frame hadn't distracted me.

      Slowly, the cadaverous thing sank to the ground. Upon meeting the cracked earth, she lowered herself onto hands and knees and pressed her face down into the dirt. And she remained there, perfectly still, curled like an animal in its den.

      What had drawn the monster to this spot? Why did she linger there, behaving so strangely? Whether the witch remained in meditation, or was in a state of rest, I couldn't tell. As she lay there in the concave feature, she didn't stir; the wiry silver locks on her head resisted even the flirtation of the breeze. She resembled a creature in hibernation, a thing preserved in amber. Perhaps the crone had come to gather her powers here—or else this was her resting place, the locus she retired to when the calendar flipped past September 14th and her reign of terror was put on ice for another year.

      I paused, staring, wondering.

      So, maybe this is it. Maybe I'm free now. I licked my chapped lips and took a single step forward. Maybe Ellie Pomeroy is shutting down till next September...

      It was a curious thing, what happened next.

      I'm quite certain that I hadn't made any perceptible noise as I observed her from afar; rather, when she took notice of me, peeking from between the trees, her scrutiny must have been initiated by some other cue. It may have been at the very passage of her name through my mind.

      Whatever the cause, the witch's head snapped up and I found those drooping, empty eyes secured on me. From between her thin lips, held closed for the hardware in her jaw, there came a low, dusty, “Penny,” followed by a growling laugh.

      Before the shock of this initial discovery had completed its initial circuit through my mind, the witch was scrambling towards me. Crawling, clawing through the grass on hands and feet, the specter broke into a steady, snarling gallop.

      I fell back on my heels, nearly losing my balance, and then turned to run.

      Whatever my plans had been prior to the chase, my sole objective now was simply to evade the witch. My previous direction was all but forgotten as I rushed through the trees, smacking into trunks and branches. The woods came to life with the sounds of her fevered pursuit; I could visualize her hands clawing at the underbrush, could imagine her steely gaze as it zeroed in on me and bore directly into my back. Groans and snorts and other feral noises reached my ears as she drew nearer, and though it may have only been my mind playing tricks on me, I thought I could smell her damp, repellant breath as it hissed out of that slit of a mouth.

      By some luck I happened upon that previous declivity in the landscape, the very same I'd hoped would take me towards the creek, and as I ran downhill the momentum carried me to dizzying speed. It was all I could do to keep my legs from buckling beneath my giant strides, and to avoid the muckier patches that might see me stumble.

      “Penny. PENNY. PENNY.” The voice that called out from the woods was not that of a woman—nor of a human being at all. It was a demon's. I could read all sorts of emotions into her urgings; amusement, annoyance, but most of all, desire. I was being hunted, chased like a prey animal, and if the hag caught up to me I knew it would be the end. Those cold, dead hands would touch me, her warped face would enter into view, and I'd be forced to stare straight into those miserable eyes as it all spiraled to a horrific end.

      I blocked out the sound of the witch's voice with my hands, but not before I heard something else in the background—something so hopeful it provided a counterweight to the wretched rabble of my pursuit.

      The gurgling of a creek.

      I was close. Close to the water. Close to camp. Close to Jared, maybe.

      But then, so was Ellie Pomeroy.

      Barreling through the trees, I lost my footing and slipped, rolling the rest of the way and banging myself up on an assortment of roots and trunks. Dizzying though the pain was, I continued my escape on hands and knees, and then gained my feet when the first signs of the creek came into view. The bank was visible just beyond the next wall of trees—and my heart skipped a beat when I saw that the water level had fallen. The thing could be forded.

      As I burst through the treeline and stumbled onto the bank, the clamor in the woods promptly ceased. I didn't dare turn around to see why, but rather set my sights on the opposite bank. Heedless of the water's chill or depth, I planted my feet in the muddy ground and sprang across the stream for all I was worth.

      It was by sheer chance that I'd chosen a narrower section, and my running jump had been sufficient to reach the other side. I landed on my stomach, and felt the air thrust from my lungs, but after some gasping, I rolled over and crab-walked away from the water, scanning the opposite side for the specter.

      The witch was still out there, though she'd stopped following. Standing amidst the trees and much-covered by shadow, I saw she had her head cocked far to one side, was leering like an owl, and her tortured mouth seemed pressed into a tight smile. What this smile meant was open to interpretation.

      “Go to hell,” I spat. With a groan, I managed to stand. Then, without missing a beat, I began jogging downstream, in the direction where I remembered our camp had been.

      As I ran, I could feel her eyes on me.
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      I hobbled along, using the creek as my guide. Though I was unsure how far I was from the footpath that would lead me back to our camp, I had faith it would appear sooner or later.

      Now that the witch had called off her chase, I slowed down and gave my tired body time enough to make the long walk without stressing it further. There was scarcely any part of my body that didn't ache; the incredible soreness had spread to every limb, and its constancy was nigh-nauseating whenever I stopped to take stock of all my injuries. There were bumps and scrapes aplenty, along with simmering pains deeper in. Even my jaw hurt, from all the clenching I'd done.

      But none of that mattered at the moment. Keeping to the bank and following the turbid flow of Swan Creek, I left the haunted ruins of Newsom's Landing behind and sought out signs of modernity. A simple streetlight, or the sight of those concrete latrines, would have brought me to tears of joy just then.

      I had other concerns, too.

      “Jared,” I muttered, palming the cold sweat from my brow. “Where are you?”

      We'd been separated for a good, long while now. The course of time had been muddled, so there was no telling just how long, but I wondered what he'd been up to since our separation, how he'd fared. Jared was stronger than me, and more comfortable in the wild; maybe he'd found help, made his way out. It was also possible that he was still lost, or that he'd found trouble while looking for me. I ignored those thoughts and hoped I'd find him safe and sound at camp.

      The creek had undergone a profound transformation since I'd last seen it. Before, when I'd still been with Jared, it'd been engorged, and portions of the surrounding woods had been flooded. Now, though the water appeared rich with silt and the banks were sodden, it looked absolutely calm by comparison. Perhaps the waters had receded over the course of hours; either that, or the flooding had been another hallucination.

      The trees thinned out, and some twenty yards ahead I spied what looked to be the edge of a muddy footpath. My heart soared at the sight of it. “Thank God!” Pushing my weary body a bit harder, I strode towards it, cradling myself. Just when I'd exhausted all of my hope, just when I thought I'd never see it again, I found myself within spitting distance of civilization.

      If I could have skipped then, I would have done so as I began down that path. I followed its rain-blurred contours, peering excitedly through the woods for signs of our tent, of the picnic table, of Jared. As it happened, I did find a sign of Jared, though it wasn't the kind I'd expected.

      I'd been stamping down the path joyously when the sole of my foot clattered against something in the mud. Pulling my foot away, I peered down at the boot-print I'd left and found something half-buried and metallic staring up at me. With no little discomfort, I knelt down to examine it.

      Jared's watch.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked the thing as I scooped it out of the muck. Wiping the mud from its face, I found the hands were still frozen. Glancing around the path nervously, my grip on the thing tightened. Why was it here? Had something happened to him? What had begun as a happy jaunt down the path was now transformed into a stressful errand as I wondered what else I might find on the way to camp. I pocketed the watch and continued guardedly. “J-Jared?” I called out. “Jared, where are you?”

      There was no reply, save for the bleating of the crickets.

      Pain shot up my calves, but I quickened my pace.

      “Jared?”

      I was rounding a bend, now. Slivers of blue appeared from between the trees that crowded Site M—the tent! Chugging through a thicket of fluttering bushes, I finally arrived at the campsite and took a good look around.

      I was utterly devastated by what I found.

      In a word, our camp had been destroyed. Leveled. From one end to the other there were evidences of some great attack, which had left the spot looking storm-battered, but no sign whatsoever of the culprit.

      The tent, which I'd glimpsed only moments before through the trees, was in tatters. Fragments of the blue exterior material clung to the lopsided metal poles, and the rest had been scattered about the ground like confetti. It looked as though the damage had been done in a frenzy of knife-thrusts and slashes—or else, by the claws of some immense beast. I knew from my reading that large animals like bears and wild cats were not unknown to the region, but as I paced about the ruined camp I found no sign of such things.

      Instead, I found our bags. They'd been split apart in a like manner to the tent, and their contents had been spilled across the grass. The picnic table had been overturned, and the fishing gear we'd stored beneath it had been crushed, reduced to plastic splinters. The cooler where the food had been kept had been broken into jagged pieces, and its contents mashed hatefully into the ground. A sleeping bag, its stuffing protruding from a large tear, was strewn across a nearby bush; all of my spare clothing had been shredded and tossed about the field, too.

      And there was no sign of Jared anywhere.

      Though I encountered no one as I paced around the war-torn camp, I didn't exactly feel alone. The air was heavy with presence; heavy with the feeling that someone had only just been there. The site was still buzzing with their odiousness, and the muddy ground I walked on was charged with a profoundly violent energy. When I'd taken stock of the whole site, and realized there was nothing worth salvaging, I set about getting as far away as possible, lest the culprit return.

      Leaving Site M behind—even the wooden site marker had been ripped from the ground—I marched down the path that would lead me past a succession of other, vacant sites, past the restroom compound, and eventually to the parking lot. I hoped that the Jeep would be there. That Jared would be waiting for me. I hoped for a lot of things on this night that would not end.

      The footpath snaked through the woods, coming and going in my vision based on the fickle whims of the moon. I calculated the distance to the parking lot—roughly two miles, in my estimation—and wondered, too, if my retreat from the campgrounds would not free me of the witch's influence. I hadn't seen the crone since fording the stream, but as I rushed down the dark path I couldn't in good faith say she wasn't present. For all I knew she was watching from nearby, perched in the canopy or masquerading as one of the trees. Still, the question stood: If it was still September 14th and she still held sway over these woods, would my leaving their borders set me free?

      I got my answer sooner than I expected, as I looked to the next campsite along the stretch. I should have only glanced at it—it should merely have been a moment's worth of passing scenery—but I froze in my tracks and stared.

      I was looking at a campsite—an occupied one. It appeared neat and orderly, with a tent pitched on one side and a picnic table sitting opposite. There was a fire burning between the two, and a squat wooden marker sticking out of the ground some feet from the trail, where I presently gawked.

      It read “M”.

      I blinked confusedly at the scene, wiped at my eyes. I then pinched myself on an arm that was already smarting enough for me to know I wasn't dreaming.

      The camp—our camp—was right there. Intact.

      A noise escaped my lips—half nervous titter, half sob, as I staggered off the path and towards the site, where our blue tent was pitched, and our fire bumbled, and where—yes!—my boyfriend sat on the bench.

      Standing at the border of the campsite, hands limp at my sides, I very nearly fell to my knees. “J-Jared?” I was at a loss for words, and I studied my surroundings dumbly, searching for aberrancy. Everything was as I remembered it, though. The placement of the tent, the cooler, the fishing gear beneath the table.

      Jared was sitting at the picnic table with his back to the fire, and to me. With his head balanced on one hand, he seemed to be staring out into woods. For a moment, I thought he'd drifted off to sleep, but as I approached and crunched a few leaves underfoot, he stirred somewhat and spoke. “Penny, you're back. I was so worried about you, babe. Are you all right?”

      His voice was calm and comforting, but he didn't turn around.

      “Yeah, I... I guess so.” I was taken off guard by him, by his unwillingness to turn and face me. “How about you? Are you OK?”

      “I'm just so glad you're back,” he replied without so much as acknowledging my question. “We should get out of here. I'm sure you must be tired. Why don't you relax in the tent while I gather things up?” He still hadn't turned to face me.

      “Uh...” I stared at his back, a wild discomfort brewing in me. “I'd... I'd rather not. Jared, what's—”

      “Why don't you relax in the tent while I gather things up?” came Jared's voice again.

      Except, this time, it didn't issue from the figure sitting at the picnic table.

      It came from inside the tent.

      I fell back a few paces, my chest tightening. I looked to the tent. The entry flap was sitting ajar, and from the mesh window in it, a livid, white face glowered at me. Glancing back at the picnic bench, I saw it was unoccupied now.

      The tent rumbled with demoniac laughter.

      I tripped over my own legs as I ran from the campsite and returned to the footpath. Tears clouded my vision as I fled, and my empty stomach clenched around a bolus of cold dread.

      The nightmare hadn't ended.

      It was never going to.
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      The wilderness rushed past me in a dark blur as I stomped down the footpath. The sting of tears plagued my eyes, and my lungs ached for want of air. Further on, the noxious yellow light of the staggered streetlamps, of the bathroom complex, punched through the night like cigarette burns. There was no telling what those lights were waiting to reveal, what horrors had accumulated around them and waited to express themselves to a pair of willing, desperate eyes.

      I wanted no part of it. I would have chosen perfect darkness to this loaded scenery. More than anything I wished to stop my running, to curl up in a ball and shut out the world—and if not for the mindless action of my feet, I would have dropped down and done it amidst the trees. These woods and everything in them had won; I no longer wanted to take part in the game. If I shut down, willed myself into catatonia until the sun finally rose, would it all stop?

      Breath hitching, I left the path and started into the vast field that led to the bathrooms. The concrete building sat imposingly in the distance, its nooks and crannies alive with that yellow light and who could say what else. Charging through this open space, I stared up into the moonlit sky and screamed tearfully for all I was worth. “Help! Help! Someone, please! Help me!” My voice skipped and cracked in the wind, chased up my throat by a wave of hot bile.

      There was probably nothing like a sympathetic ear for miles, but I howled into the night nonetheless. Maybe a passing park ranger would hear me and investigate. Or maybe the witch would pin down my location and soon arrive to finish me off. The end result didn't much matter to me in that moment; I was simply tired of running, had overdosed on terror. No matter what, I just wanted a swift resolution. I'd had all the anticipation I could bear.

      “Help! Please, please, someone!” I crashed into the ground, my legs weak, and crawled towards a pair of drinking fountains that jutted out of a concrete base in the field. Kneeling, I mashed my shaking hands against the flat, steel button on the side, and a cold spray of water began spilling out of the mouthpiece. I lapped at it like a dog, drinking deep. When the icy water had soothed my raw throat, I looked back into the sky and screamed afresh. “Help! Help me!”

      Tucking my knees up against my chest, I sat rocking in the grass. I kept my head low, covered with my arms, as if expecting an earthquake, and tried blocking out the entirety of the world around me.

      I was unsuccessful. A noise rose up over my shaky breaths—the sound of footsteps crossing the field. They were quick and determined—and they filled me with a fresh wave of terror. Shuddering uncontrollably now, I cowered further into myself and began muttering. “Now you've found me... do what you want. I won't run anymore. I'm done playing your games...”

      The footsteps slowed as they approached, and a panting voice followed. “P-Penny, is that you?”

      The voice was Jared's. My reaction to it was visceral; I seized like I'd been electrocuted and my stomach clenched so hard I thought it might implode. Ellie Pomeroy had played this trick on me already; had extended false hope of my reunion with Jared, only to yank it away. I wasn't going to fall for it again. “Get away from me, you monster. Just get away. I'm... I'm not falling for your shit again.” I remained curled in a heap, my fingers digging into my hair.

      I could feel the figure standing beside me; felt them kneel down in the grass and extend a gentle hand. “Penny, it's me. It's really me,” insisted the voice.

      I didn't look up. “Get away from me!” I growled, scrambling back and bumping into the water fountains. “And stop speaking in his voice! I don't want to hear it!”

      “Penny...” I felt two hands—firm, but comforting—upon my heaving shoulders. “Penny, it's me. Jared.”

      I grit my teeth so hard that my jaw creaked, and I stole a teary glance at the figure before pushing him away and scooting back several feet. It certainly looked like Jared. He was kneeling before me in the grass, his face cloudy with concern. I regarded it for an instant, but didn't allow myself to fall for the witch's ruse. She'd taken his form before. I wasn't going to give her the satisfaction of fooling me again. “You're not real,” I spat. “Just get away from me!”

      He shook my shoulders a little harder. “It is me, damn it. Penny, get ahold of yourself! I've been looking everywhere for you, I—”

      I shrugged him off, hurriedly climbing to my feet. Looking down at my hands I saw that I'd absentmindedly yanked several locks of my hair out. The dark hair remained coiled around my fingers as I took another look at him through hooded eyes. “No... no, you're not. I know what you're doing, you damn hag. I know who you really are, and...” He rose, holding his hands out in a non-confrontational pose. Staring him down, I took another step back and challenged him. “Prove it. Prove you're the real Jared.”

      His eyes softened, and he gave a toss of his shoulders. “O-OK, but... how, babe?”

      I paced in a circle around him, gnawing at my lower lip and grinding my knuckles to dust as I wrung my hands. I didn't have a particular test in mind; old superstitions like dunking him in the creek to see if he'd float, or inspecting his body for “witch” marks seemed pointless. Instead, I settled on asking him a question that only the real Jared would know the answer to—something inane. “If you're really Jared, you'll know the answer to this. W-Who's the best Mr. Darcy?” I asked.

      He thought about it an instant, running a dirty hand over his densely stubbled cheek. Finally, he answered with a little smirk. “Well, obviously it's Colin Firth.”

      I was so relieved I forgot how to stand. My knees wobbled, and it was only because he rushed in and grabbed me under the arms that I avoided falling. “It's you,” I said, wide-eyed. “It is you, after all.”

      He gave a firm nod, brushing the tear-matted hair out of my face. “It is.” I could tell by the way he was looking me over that he, too, had had his doubts about me. “I was worried out of my mind. I thought for sure...” He stopped himself and tried on a smile instead. “Thank God.”

      We stood there in each other's arms for awhile. Neither of us spoke until I finally looked up at him and asked, “Where have you been? What happened?”

      Looking around the field narrowly, Jared shook his head. “It's a long story.” He motioned back to the footpath. “Let's move. We can talk about it on the way to the parking lot, OK?”

      I didn't need any convincing. I held his hand like a vise and we took off for the path.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “You ran off on me,” began Jared as he led me down the path. It was clear that the previous hours had taken their toll on him; he was walking with a slight limp and didn't have it in him to run, except in short bursts. That suited me just fine, and the two of us took a brisk stroll down the dirt path whose terminus we hoped would bring us to the Jeep.

      “I remember being chased by her—by the witch,” I began. Though the two of us had been subjected to terrifying hallucinations since our arrival here, I still felt a touch of embarrassment in vocalizing it. “The next thing I remember was falling into the creek. It was flooded, and I struggled against the current for awhile. I was drowning...”

      Jared shook his head. “That's not what I saw. I'd gone up onto that hill to look for some spot where we could cross, but then I heard you screaming. I came back down in a hurry to see what was up.” Here, he paused uncomfortably. “When I got to the bottom of the hill and neared the bank, I saw, well, two of you. You were on the other side of the creek—had already crossed somehow—but you were also on my side, running back into the woods where we'd just come from. I wasn't sure which was real. It was like you'd split into two. By the time I got to the bottom of the hill, all I could hear were your screams. I didn't know which way to go, which one of 'you' to follow.”

      “You saw two of me?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      I couldn't help turning around just then to scan the shadowed path behind us. “So... what happened after that?”

      Jared raked a hand through his hair and exhaled loudly. “I... I went looking for you, but after awhile I totally lost your trail. I spent probably an hour calling out to you, but I never got any response. Before I knew it, I was pretty lost. I spent awhile trying to gain my bearings but the woods only got darker, and deeper. There were spots out there where the trees grew all over each other—places where I had to crawl to get through. Finally, I turned back and decided to focus on getting out of the park, securing help. I managed to get back to the creek, and I found a spot where I thought I could cross it. I made the jump, but...” He rubbed at his knee with a wince. He slowed his pace a little and stared down the path for a moment before continuing. “There was one bit I remember...

      “I was crawling through this knot of trees. I didn't see any other way forward. Well, I passed them and found myself standing before three corpses hanging from vines. They were swaying in the moonlight—looked like they'd only just been hanged, the three of them. Big guys, wearing raggedy clothing. I didn't know what to make of it. It scared the hell out of me. So, I just kept walking.

      “No sooner had I passed them by did I hear the vines straining. Then all three of the nooses snapped and the bodies hit the ground like bags of wet cement. But they didn't stay down.” As he spoke, I could feel his hand trembling against mine. “They started crawling through the grass on their bellies—slithered—like snakes. I ran from them, ran as hard as I could on this bum knee of mine. Then, there was another spot, this old ruin.

      “It had been a stone building once, and most of the walls were still intact. Here and there you could see gaps in the bricks, though, and as I wandered past it, I saw a bunch of people looking out at me from those openings. So many eyes... It was like I was having a nightmare, and no matter how hard I ran or how badly I got hurt, I couldn't wake up.”

      His experiences hadn't been so different from mine, it seemed. I told him about what I'd experienced—the scenes in the house, the chases through the woods. “You saw those three men hanging from trees, right? That reminds me of something I read. Three local men wound up mysteriously hanged close to Ellie Pomeroy's house back in the day. I'll bet those were the three you saw. As for me, while I was in the house, I dreamt of a woman sitting in the room with me. She lit her dress on fire and laughed as she burned. There's a record of that happening in Newsom's Landing, too—some local woman who might have been under the witch's influence burned herself to death in a church. I think the two of us have encountered the ghosts of the past in this place. I think they're still here in some capacity.”

      “I've been thinking about that a lot,” said Jared. “I think, right now, these woods are home to more than one reality.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He took some time in searching for the right words. “You and I, we've been fighting our way through here, thinking we're merely hallucinating. But I don't think that's quite right. You said yourself that the burning woman, and those three hanged men, were real people—that they really died in that way once upon a time, right? I think that, somehow, we've been wandering in and out of the present time and have run into memories of the past. The woods hold onto these memories like a mist, and depending on where you wander, you see different things, pick up different pieces.”

      “Maybe,” I replied, “but how does the witch work into all of this, then?”

      “You know how some people claim to see ghosts in certain houses? If a house is built over a battlefield, they'll claim to see a ghost in a Civil War getup, right? Well, maybe it's because that land can't shake the memories that were made on it. You can knock a building down, but you can't scrub away memories that were written in blood. So, these woods—considering everything that happened in the 1800's—have held onto a lot of nasty things. And maybe, sometimes, those lingering memories overlap.

      “On this night, the 14th, things change, though. Ellie Pomeroy was murdered, but she wasn't like the other victims, was she? She drove people insane, made them do things—she was a witch, just like they all feared. And when she died—when she was buried in these woods—she spread all throughout them like a long, long tree root. Once a year, on the anniversary of her death, when her connection to the world is at its peak, she reaches out to all of those nasty memories and moves them around like pieces on a chess board. She wanders through the woods and manipulates all of these different realities, and whoever's nearby gets subjected to them. At least, that's my theory.”

      “OK, but... how do we stop it, then? How do we get out of this mess and tune out all of the other memories?” I asked.

      “I don't have a good answer for that,” he admitted. “Maybe it's down to the calendar, like we thought. Maybe, once the 15th shows up, Ellie Pomeroy gets put in her place for another year and we're released from this. If that isn't the case, then maybe we have to do something—placate the witch, or set something right in the woods—before it'll stop. Every curse has an initial cause. We'd have to look into that, and then do something about it. Then again, there's always a third option.”

      “And what's that?”

      “That there's no solution, and that we're shit outta luck.”

      I frowned. “I don't know how much time has passed, if it's still the 14th. But you mentioned the curse's cause. These woods are cursed because of what happened to Ellie Pomeroy. She was murdered and buried here by a mob, remember? There's nothing we can do about that now.”

      Jared fell into thoughtful silence for a moment. “That isn't necessarily true. These woods are full of memories—different realities, right? Maybe, if we interact with her in the right spot, or witness the right memory, we'll be in a position to communicate with her. And, if so, we might be able to do something for her—convince her to call it all off.”

      This was a nice line of thought, but it was all theoretical. The two of us had passed from one hallucinatory horror from the next without any clear sign. If Jared's thesis was correct, maybe Ellie Pomeroy's death was playing out somewhere in these woods the way it had more than a century ago—and, maybe, if we interacted with that memory we could draw things to a close. There were so many “maybes” in the equation that it hardly seemed worth pursuing, however. “We could walk forever and never find the spot where she died,” I explained. “She was killed in her home, and then the house was burned. I don't know what they did with her after that—maybe the mob buried her nearby, or else they carried her into the woods and buried her someplace else, where no one would look.”

      “I get it, and there's no guarantee it would work. But that's the only chance we have if we want to be proactive. We can either run through the woods all night the way we've been doing in the hopes that this will all wear off when the clock strikes midnight, or else we can find out where she died, see if we can't communicate with her, and approach her at her most vulnerable.”

      At her most vulnerable. Something about that phrasing roused a memory in me, and I stopped abruptly on the trail, tugging at Jared's sleeve. “There's—there's something else. Something I saw, while I was walking in the woods and looking for you.” I thought back to the strange sighting I'd had of the witch in the woods. After I'd fled from the house, I had seen her floating into a strange, rotten clearing. She'd paused there, had seemed to rest, until she'd noticed me and given chase. Was that the place she'd been buried? Did that spot have any connection to her death, or was I mistaken? “I saw her while I was heading back to the creek. She stopped in this clearing. The trees and ground were all strange there—nasty—but she stopped and sort of laid down in the dirt. I wasn't sure what to make of it, and when she noticed me she came running, but do you think that could be the place? The place where she died, or got buried?”

      “It could be,” he said. “You might be onto something. Where was it, exactly?”

      “Eh... I don't know the precise spot. It was fairly close to the creek—across it. I remember what it looked like, at any rate.” I sighed. “Should we turn back and have a look at it?”

      He shook his head. “No way. Let's get to the Jeep. It could be that the curse is over with, that she's done for the night. If at all possible, I just want to get out of here. We can keep that in our back pocket if we need it, but now that we're here, I'd rather not go back into the woods.”

      I couldn't argue with that. We continued down the path, towards the parking lot. Yellow lights broke through the trees ahead—lights issuing from the crooked streetlamps surrounding the lot. Despite our pains, we jogged, hand-in-hand, down the remainder of the path, ecstatic. “We made it!” I declared, shuffling out onto the asphalt. We halted there and took a good look around—there was the tiny kiosk, the meandering road leading out of the park, and—

      The Jeep wasn't there.

      Jared staggered out into the lot. “What the hell?” His voice boomed in the openness. Turning to me, eyes wild with bewilderment, he asked, “Where's the fucking car?” Spittle flew from his lips. He was asking as if I knew where it'd gone—as if I'd hidden it from him as a joke. He shifted on his heels and took another look at the spot where the Jeep had been parked, and then took up a handful of his hair in his fist. “You've got to be kidding me.”

      “Maybe it was towed? Maybe one of the rangers came by, saw it, and had it towed out of here? Remember how we called the office and—”

      “I remember,” he barked. “But it should still be here. No one's come out to this parking lot since we got here—I'd bet my life on it.” He looked back at the path, at the woods, and his lips were creased in a deep-set grimace. “It's that bitch. She's still messing with us. We're still stuck in her world—playing by her rules.” He groaned at the sky. “This is so fucked! I've had enough!”

      “Jared, we don't know that,” I said, holding onto his arm. “Let's go a bit further—towards the main road. Maybe it really was towed. Or, if we get far enough down the road, someone might see us, and—”

      “And we can walk all the way back to Ohio, is that it?” he snapped.

      “Just keep calm!”

      The look in his eye was venomous. “Don't start with that shit! I've been calm, babe. I've been calm since the minute we set up camp. I was calm when we got lost out there, when you ran off, when I saw a bunch of fucking spooks out there in the middle of the woods and they all dropped from their nooses to crawl after me like snakes. You know what, though? I'm done with being calm. I got us out here, to the parking lot, didn't I? I did what I was supposed to do, kept my cool. We were supposed to drive out of here, escape. This was my last fucking straw. The car's gone. It's gone. And that's not an accident! Nobody came out here to tow the damn thing on the least busy day of the year. It's gone because you and I just stepped into another world completely—because you and I are knee-deep in Ellie Pomeroy's shit, that's why!”

      I didn't have the energy—or the nerve—to talk him down. What's more, I was filled the the creeping suspicion he was right. The car's absence was likely to be the newest link in the witch's chain. Its disappearance had been intended to sap the hope our reunion had fostered, and it was working.

      Hands in his pockets, Jared stalked off like a moody teenager, kicking up clouds of leaves as he shuffled through the lot. He set his steely sights on the winding entrance road and said nothing as we wandered on. Maybe he was too in his own head, too pissed off, to see it, but as we meandered across the empty lot, the surrounding woods seemed taller somehow. Or perhaps the two of us were smaller. Whatever the case, I stared up at trees that seemed to scratch the moon's belly with their withered fingers and wondered at their prodigious height. The shadows that grew up between them seemed darker than before, too. Those shadows had weight about them—the empty space wasn't as empty as it looked.

      I said nothing, sure that I must have been seeing things, and just focused on keeping pace with Jared. He stopped suddenly as we neared what should have been the border of the lot and the start of the road leading out of the complex. The expected road—the one we'd driven in on—wasn't there. It was like the materials comprising it had been folded up and tucked away—like it'd never existed. Untamed grass stretched on for several feet before the way ahead erupted into solidly-packed forest.

      Jared pressed a palm to his brow, and to my surprise, he laughed. “Am I having a fucking stroke, or is the road really gone?”

      “It's gone,” I said, kicking at the tall grass. “You were right. We're still her playthings.”

      Jared sat down in the grass, legs crossed, and stared at the wall of trees before us. Blackness hung about the trunks like a mist—churning, drifting, circulating—and the longer he studied it, the paler her got. “It's a dead-end.”

      “You don't think we should press on—that the road is beyond these trees?” I paced through the grass, came within feet of the treeline, and tried to parse something hopeful out of the punishing darkness that clotted up the open spaces.

      “No,” he snapped, leaning forward. “No. That's not the way out. There's something in there.”

      I took a step back and saw that he was right. The darkness was alive, roiling. If this night had taught me anything, it was that there could be no safe passage through that kind of darkness. You'd take one step into it, only to find yourself transported to a completely different sphere. “So,” I asked, “what'll we do?”

      Jared didn't respond. Lowering his gaze, he stared blankly into the grass and shrugged. The night had broken him.

      I decided to join him. Easing myself onto the ground, I sat down beside him and rested my head against his shoulder, waiting for something to happen—for a change in the scenery. “If we wait here long enough, do you think these trees will vanish and the road will reappear? I mean, what we're seeing isn't real, right? It's just a memory—a ghost, sort of.”

      Again, he shrugged. “It's real enough.” He picked up a pebble and flicked it towards the trees. It clicked against a trunk and disappeared into the darkness. “Those trees shouldn't be there—you and I both know that—and yet, here they are. If you reach out and touch them, you can feel their bark, rest in their shade. If Ellie decides to call the whole thing off, maybe the trees will disappear and we'll get back to the world we know, but then... how much of the world we know is actually real? What sets it apart from what we're seeing now—what makes it truer, huh?”

      “OK, I get it, I get it. No need to give a whole TED Talk.” I looked up into the sky and watched as a shadowy mist passed by the face of the moon like the end of a silk scarf. “You know what I want more than anything?” I asked.

      He glanced at me from the corner of his eye, gave a quasi-interested grunt.

      “A grilled cheese.”

      That incited a smirk.

      “Good bread, lots of cheese. Maybe, like... gouda, or something. And chocolate milk. A whole gallon of it.”

      His brows arched incredulously. “I'm hungry as hell and that honestly sounds... like a terrible combination.”

      “Fine, whatever. More for me.” I stretched my legs out in front of me and studied my boots. They'd been new when I'd started this trip, but they looked years old now. The leather was scuffed and soiled; they'd taken a hell of a beating over the course of the night. “You know, I spoke to Diana the night before we set out. She had this idea, that this whole trip was—” I chuckled to myself. When we'd set off for Kentucky, I'd been expecting a very different sequence of events. I thought we'd do some camping and fishing, and that, maybe, I'd be heading home with a ring on my finger. That all seemed so distant now, so trivial.

      “That the trip was what?” he asked.

      I held my tongue, finishing with a sigh. “Never mind.”

      “Well,” he admitted, “to be fair, this trip didn't end up at all like I'd expected. I'm sorry we came out here at all. We should have stayed home.” With a groan, he stood up and took a few moments to test his sore knee. “But she has to give up eventually, right?”

      The two of us paced back up the gravel lot, and we would have kept wandering between the crooked streetlights like moths had something not caught Jared's eye. We had gone back to the spot where the two of us agreed the Jeep had been parked, and after a careful study of the asphalt, could find no evidence of recent tire tracks. Jared took this as proof positive of the witch's jiggery-pokery, and started into an expletive-laden rant when the reception kiosk entered into his line of sight and he stopped cold.

      “What is it?” I asked, jarred by his sudden silence.

      He didn't answer—his jaw clenched too tightly for that—but he did manage to point at the little building, hardly larger than a bathroom stall, and to single out the cause of his unease. I remembered the thing well, with its panel of scuffed-up glass, and the fliers pasted to the inside for the benefit of visitors, but I saw there was a new addition.

      Standing in the dark hovel was a slumped, naked form. The shadows hid much, but as the figure loomed they couldn't erase the hatred in the gaze that came through that glass. We were being watched. There was no way to know when the surveillance had begun; perhaps she'd always been there. The two of us stood stock still, eyes locking with hers until Jared and I both had no choice but to drop her poisonous gaze. Looking into those eyes too long instilled a peculiar kind of dread. It was like staring into the eyes of a cobra and waiting for it to strike.

      When next I looked up at the kiosk, I saw that Ellie Pomeroy was no longer inside it, but in front of it. She floated a foot off the ground, her cyan toes bobbing in the air. She looked like a human-shaped balloon—parts of her swollen to grotesque proportion, weightless, and she even loosed a series of hisses from that battered, sealed mouth of hers that mimicked the slow escape of air from a punctured car tire.

      “W-What do you want?” asked Jared. He spoke with evident difficulty; though the words came out clearly, his lips quaked with every syllable.

      The witch of Newsom's Landing pierced him with a cold stare. By the minutest gradations, she lowered herself to the ground until those grub-like toes were planted firmly on the asphalt. Without warning, the hag began towards us. Her stride was short and jerky, and as she moved, every joint could be heard to pop and creak discordantly, as if the mediating tissues within had dissolved and the points of friction were solely bone.

      The utter loathsomeness of the specter was overwhelming to me. My body spasmed as my muscles activated to engage in a run, but my mind was too scattered to give the order and I just stood there, paralyzed. And I stared. I shouldn't have—could hardly stomach it—but I looked into those cloudy eyes of hers, the eyes of a corpse, as she approached. Beyond the milky veneer afforded by death, there was a darkness in those eyes unlike any other—a darkness whose nearest kin was the abundance of living shadow within the trees. I knew then that the woods and this monstrous entity were made of the same stuff, one in spirit, and that her influence had invaded the entirety of these woods like an invasive root.

      The specter continued towards us, her joints popping and papery lips hissing. The shattered jaw, demolished so many years previously by the hammer blows of her conquerors, jumbled about as her grimace tightened, almost as though she were holding marbles in her cheeks. She was capable of running, of speech, but she neither ran nor spoke. She simply walked towards us from across the lot, perhaps savoring in the slack-jawed fear she inspired.

      I'd had my fill of it and could take no more. “Come on,” I blurted, holding my arms out. “Just finish it, then. You've tortured us all night. I'm tired of it. Just end it, already. Do it. What are you waiting for?”

      Jared shuddered at my words, and I felt him grasp one of my wrists as I broke away from him. “Penny, don't. Let's go.”

      I pulled my arm away. “What's the sense in running?” I asked. “Let her have her way. I'm so tired of running. Can't we stop now? Wouldn't it be easier if we didn't put up a fight?”

      Suddenly, my feet left the ground. Disoriented, I found myself in Jared's arms. He was carrying me off, back towards the footpath—to the campsites, the woods—as quickly as he could manage. Through a static wince, he rushed me out of the parking lot and away from the staring specter. As we went, I peered over his shoulder and saw Ellie had vanished from sight—a thing that made me laugh uneasily. Maybe she'd never been there at all; maybe my brain had turned to soup.

      Feeling utterly drained, I buried my face against Jared's neck and then urged him to let me down.

      “You're scaring me,” he said, carrying me another several paces before acquiescing. If he'd been stronger then, he probably would have carried me well into the park.

      I got my feet under me and paused at the center of the path, surveying the woods for signs of the witch. Her smell remained in the air; the smell of meat left to sweeten in the sun, but no other trace remained. “I'm OK,” I insisted. “I'm just so tired.”

      “Come on,” he said, taking my hand. “We've got to go.”

      “Where?” I asked. “There's nowhere to hide. She'll keep hounding us.”

      He shook his head fervently. “No, I refuse to believe that. There's got to be a way out of this. I'll die trying to find it—I sure as hell won't offer us up on a silver platter, anyway. You mentioned seeing her in a strange clearing in the woods before. You're going to take me to it.”

      I looked down the path, parts of it impenetrably dark, and visualized the succession of landmarks that would get us back to that strange, lonely spot where the ground was cracked and the trees were deformed. We'd have to pass our camp, walk upstream, ford the creek and then wander along its opposite bank. If we found it at all, it would be a walk of some miles.

      “What good will it do?” I asked.

      “Do you have any other ideas? We can't just stand around and wait for her.”

      I had no great resistance to this exploration of his, except that I was tired of disappointment. Hope had been yanked away from me so many times that night; I wasn't sure I could bear another let-down. I surrendered, trusted him, but feared it would amount to nothing. “It's going to take us a bit to get there. This way.”
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      “I don't know what I'll do if this doesn't work,” uttered Jared as we started back into the park.

      He was speaking for both of us. What we presumed to be at the heart of this curse, the witch's final resting place, might hold some answers, might offer some way to break free of these woods and return to ordinary life. Then again, after having faced so many dead-ends, the possibility that we were on the verge of still another disappointment seemed as likely as anything.

      Whatever the end, we left the lonely parking lot and started up the path, re-entering the shadowed channels we'd spent the whole night navigating. Though I'd walked this stretch numerous times by now, felt somewhat familiar with it, I still looked around with a vague distrust for the scenery and a feeling that it was all on the verge of slipping away, like a shoddy mask, to reveal something horrific lurking beneath. Judging by the way his eyes panned continuously to the right and left, I assumed Jared felt the same.

      We didn't talk much. There wasn't a whole lot to say. We might have complained about the mucky paths, or the cold; might have rehashed the utter unfairness of the situation and cursed the name of Ellie Pomeroy, but we didn't. We saved what little energy we had for this final search. Holding hands and taking what comfort we could from one another, we trudged on silently, our senses combing the vast outdoors for data.

      We struck out past the restrooms and hurried back towards our camp. Upon our arrival at site M, the two of us were stunned to find everything intact, just as we'd left it—Hours? Days?—before. We hesitated there for some minutes, not sure whether we could trust the spot, but our nervous examinations of the tent and supplies yielded nothing suspect. He took a few minutes to rummage through his things, pocketing certain items he thought might come in handy, and abandoning the rest.

      While I sat resting at the picnic table, Jared gathered up every remaining scrap of non-perishable food and drink we'd brought along and carried it over. For the next ten minutes we made a meal of granola bars, trail mix, beef jerky and beer. Hungry though I was, I didn't take any real satisfaction from the food. I just shoveled it in, my body screaming for the calories. When we'd reached the end of the pile and had nothing but empty cans and wrappers left, Jared rose and nodded towards the creek with a burp.

      We were on the move again.

      “What did you grab?” I asked him, wondering if he'd found anything useful in the tent.

      He went through his pockets, showing me an assortment of items. He'd brought a small folding knife, a pouch full of first-aid supplies and—most excitingly—his cell phone. He tapped the home button of the thing, and it lit up. “It's still got some juice,” he said, shaking it, “but I can't seem to get a reception. I tried to in the tent, but there's nothing. Maybe the curse is affecting that, too.”

      Even if we couldn't use it just then, I felt immense relief knowing he had a working phone on his person. “It'll come in handy,” I said hopefully. “When this is over, we can call for help.”

      He smiled tightly and nodded, but they were inauthentic movements. Beneath the cheer, his expression was that of a man who doubted. Since we'd arrived, his facial hair had really come in. The density of his stubble was greater than anything I'd ever seen on him before. It sharpened his jawline, and the veneer of grime he wore across his face made him look especially manly—a lankier version of Schwarzenegger in Predator.

      Meanwhile, I hadn't seen myself in quite some time. I doubted that this outing had been as generous to my looks as it had been to his. I felt my tangled hair, could feel dried mud clinging to my cheeks and neck. My hands were raw and sore, and my nails were ringed with thick lines of dirt. I wondered if I'd ever have the luxury of a shower again. Though I'd poo-pood it on the way in, I'd have gladly taken an icy camping shower then, if only to cleanse all of this filth.

      It wasn't just the filth on the outside I had to worry about, though.

      We put the camp behind us, approached the creek, and I got to wondering whether life could ever return to normal if we somehow made it out of here. How would it feel to get into a car, to make the five-hour drive across State lines as if returning from a run-of-the-mill vacation? Moving forward, what would Jared and I discuss in the mornings over cereal—quaint things like the weather, or the time we got lost in these cursed woods? The idea of going back to our place in Moorlake didn't offer me any comfort. All of our things there, all the vestiges of our old life, would feel too alien now. How could one sit down to enjoy a book or watch TV, knowing what I knew? The fantastical things we'd seen here would trump any fiction.

      Jared strode along the creek, staring down into the water as he passed. The flow remained steady and reasonably calm. We were going to be able to cross it; he had only to decide where. “How far would you say it is?” he asked me.

      I hadn't really judged the distance; when I'd discovered that odd clearing, I'd been chased off by the witch in a hurry and had been running for my life. “I'm not sure,” I admitted, “but it's going to be near a slight incline.” I recalled the way I'd slid downhill in my previous flight to the creek. “If I had to guess, I'd say it was a mile upstream.”

      “All right,” was all he said before pursing his lips and falling back into deep thought.

      The silence was getting to me. If I didn't strike up a conversation, no matter how stupid, I was going to get lost in my own head. “What will we do when we get there?” I asked him. “Suppose that is her final resting spot, or whatever? Will we dig her up?”

      “Probably,” he replied cooly.

      How he intended to do that without a shovel was a mystery to me, but I didn't argue with him. “It was a strange thing, that clearing. Everything looked dead or dying—and not in the autumny sort of way. The trees looked sick, and the soil seemed really dry, even though it had rained. I watched her get down on the ground, where she curled up like an animal.”

      “Huh, maybe it's her home, then,” he speculated. “Maybe she feels safe there.” Jared grinned—it was a toothy, vicious grin. “If that's the case, I can't wait to meet her there. Let's see how she likes being hounded.” The grin didn't stay long, probably because he remembered what we were up against.

      The further we walked, the more anxious I became about the impending encounter. Would she be waiting there for us? Could she be reasoned with, or would she go on the offensive? So far, she hadn't actually harmed either of us—not in any direct way—but her manipulation of the woods, her ability to make nightmares real, was not to be minimized. “What will we do when we find her?” I asked, desperate to keep the chatter going. Unable to predict how things would go, I wanted to feel secure in a plan.

      “Kick her ass, obviously.” Jared's smile dissipated in record time. “I dunno. If she's up for talking, we can talk. Not that I'll be inclined to believe anything she says.” He tapped at his cheek. “Maybe she wants those nails out so that she can speak more freely, eh? Or maybe she's a needy ghost that wants someone to find her grave and body—wants a proper burial.” He studied the bank closely, hands in his pockets. “I'll give her whatever she wants, so long as it gets us out of here.”

      Across the creek, I noticed a slight upward sloping in the terrain. “There,” I said, tugging at his sleeve. “I think that might be the spot. We'll have to go past the treeline a little, up the hill and across it. But that looks about right.”

      He nodded solemnly and measured the distance across the creek with his gaze. “Just jump. Don't worry if you get a little wet. Wet clothes are the least of our worries right now.” He bent at the knees, and gave his sore one a brief massage with the heel of his palm. “I'll go first. No matter how I do it, it's gonna be a doozy.” Taking a few steps back, Jared drew in a steadying breath and then rushed towards the water.

      The moment he landed on the other bank—awkwardly, but safely—I lunged forward and did the same. The top of my boot skimmed across the muddy water and I landed upon the moist ground with a clop. The earth was so slick that I began to slip down to the water on my abdomen, but Jared managed to grab my wrists and haul me into the grass before I did. We took a short breather there and then moved on.

      Using the trees to steady ourselves, Jared and I climbed. It was a short hump in the earth, coated in thick grass and the occasional fern, but the mud clinging to our boots made it more difficult to mount than it had been for me to descend. Clutching at the bark of any tree in reach, I strained and dug my heels in with every step till I arrived at the top. Jared had been behind me all the while, ready to catch me if I fell. His footing was clumsier than it had been earlier in the trip; the way he hobbled on that sore knee, I wondered if I wouldn't have to carry him out of the woods on my back when we were done.

      Now that we'd climbed to the top of the hill, we had only to walk a short distance and keep an eye out for the clearing we sought. It sounded easy in theory, but the truth of the matter was that I had only a dim awareness of where we were headed. The running, rolling and slipping I'd done all throughout the night had left these woods completely jumbled in my mind—and to start with, this mind of mine had never been good with direction. Following what I could only call a gut instinct, I kept a few paces ahead of my boyfriend and started deeper into the wilderness.

      I paced on as though I possessed real knowledge and purpose, but the truth was that I was winging it. Some twenty minutes into our search, Jared must have realized this, because he stopped me. “Babe, where is it? Shouldn't we be there by now?”

      I adjusted course by a few degrees and pushed a tangle of branches out of my way. “All right, I never said I had the spot pinpointed. It's not like I've got a GPS.”

      He crouched to tighten his laces and nodded into the untrodden wilds before us. “OK, then would you say it's that way, or have we passed it? Could it be deeper in? We've kept awfully close to the Creek. Are you sure it's parallel to it?”

      Jared's questions were reasonable enough, and I should have been able to answer them, but as I glanced around me, finding identical-looking trees on every side, it all struck me as word salad. I palmed at my brow, trying to massage away the waxing ache in my temples. “I'm not sure of anything. I think—I feel confident—it's this way. But it's possible we've missed it. It's not a very big clearing, maybe only ten or fifteen feet around.”

      He grimaced, balancing a fist against one of the trees and glaring up into the dark sky. “That's like trying to find a needle in a haystack around here. These woods go on for miles and miles...” He licked at his lips and batted away several low-hanging tree limbs. “Do you remember anything else about the area? Anything we can keep an eye out for?”

      I shoved on. There was nothing I could say that would placate him. “Let's keep going. It's probably just ahead.”

      He didn't say anything more. Jamming his hands into his pockets, he shook his head and kept behind me.

      I wished that I'd left behind breadcrumbs, that I'd tied something to the trees leading up to the clearing. Ducking around tree after tree only to find more densely-packed trees beyond was getting to be demoralizing. I stepped past a number of swaying weeds and stood beside a towering oak whose mossy length appeared somewhat blackened—perhaps lightning-struck. The damage seemed strange to me, and I walked around the tree to take a closer look.

      Then, I noticed the tree growing immediately beside it. It was the same type, but it stood in much sorrier condition than its fellow. It curved unnaturally towards the top, like a limp spear of asparagus, and the foliage that still clung to its limbs seemed particularly droopy.

      I pushed past these diseased specimens and discovered still more—ropey weeds, sagging, spotted leaves, dried-out roots and trunks—and just beyond them, the edge of a dry, bowl-shaped divot in the earth, some ten feet across.

      “This is it!” I exclaimed.

      Jared stood beside me, taking a few moments to soak up the putrefaction. When he'd taken in the sights and paced into the center of the dry, grassless spot, he stared into the gnarled canopy and shuddered. “You weren't kidding. This is strange.”

      I lingered at the edge of the clearing, careful not to touch any of the diseased plants about me. “So, what now?”

      Jared scanned the woods in silence, making sure that the two of us were alone. Then, looking down at the cracked earth, he nodded firmly. “You said that the witch came here. Maybe it's her final resting place, yeah?” He knelt down and tested the dirt with his fingers; it flaked away with ease. “Only one way to find out.”
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      “You want to try and dig her up?” I asked. “How? We don't have a shovel...”

      Jared didn't look like he was going to let that get in his way. He stood, pacing the circumference of the clearing, and kicking at the parched earth therein. “Might be able to use a stick, or else I'll dig in with my knife.” He tapped at the ground with his boot. “It's not heavily packed, kind of sandy. I bet I could even use my hands.”

      “Sure, but... what will we do once we find her body?” I held my breath as I waited for his reply.

      He didn't answer me. Instead, he knelt back down and clawed at the dirt with a grunt. “I don't understand how this ground could be so dry. I mean, after the rain we had, you'd think this spot would be a giant puddle. Instead, it looks like a desert. And what's up with these trees?” He looked up at the limp canopy, at the mold-slick trees that made up the perimeter of the clearing. “Something must be buried here, and whatever it is, the land isn't fond of it.”

      There had to have been something in that shallow depression at the clearing's center—something that had poisoned the surrounding woods. I stared down at the parched earth, wondering what could have laid roots there. The vegetation here had not been dispatched mercifully; rather, it had gone through its life cycle at a noticeable disadvantage. Natural processes had been corrupted; roots had tapped into something foul, and that foulness had gone on to taint successive generations of flora. What wretched thing had become entangled in the roots of these withered trees?

      We thought we knew. Beneath that dry soil—perhaps deep down in it—there was likely a corpse. The corpse of that infamous witch who'd single-handedly cleared out the town of Newsom's Landing with her wrath. For over a century her restless bones had been hidden here; what would come of our revealing them? Would the very air we breathed be similarly corrupted by unearthing them?

      I was every bit as desperate to bring this nightmare to a close as Jared was, but as I watched him pick at the clearing, I began having second thoughts. “We shouldn't be here,” I mumbled. Nothing in particular had convinced me; rather, as we lingered in this tableaux of decay, the feeling had come on suddenly. With wide eyes, I turned and surveyed the woods—woods whose nooks and crannies shimmered with inhospitable blackness.

      Jared wasn't listening. He was focused on digging. He drew out his pocket knife and opened it with a flick of his wrist. Then, brushing his hands against his pant legs, he took firm hold of the handle and drove the blade down into the soil.

      Suddenly, he let go of the knife and reared back, clutching his hand as though he'd burnt it.

      “What's the matter?” I asked.

      His eyes were fixed on the blade. I squinted in the dim night, wondering at his seeming terror. The knife had been buried to its handle in the earth, and there he'd left it. I'd expected him to try and dig with it, to rake the sturdy blade across the soil and burrow deeper, but he backed away from it instead.

      I'd gotten to the cusp of the clearing when I realized why he'd reacted in such a way; and then I, too, stepped back.

      A dark liquid had begun to gurgle up from the puncture he'd made—dark and thick, like oil. It bubbled up against the handle of the knife as though highly pressurized, and then it began to trickle freely through the cracks in the soil. The flow soon became vigorous; so vigorous, in fact, that the knife wobbled in its resting place. The stuff gushed—sprayed—in every direction, and as the wind caught it, the air held onto a mist that shone red in the moonlight.

      It was blood. The ground was bleeding profusely where Jared had stuck the knife.

      Within moments, the entire clearing smelled like a slaughterhouse.

      The two of us watched in abject horror as the concavity was filled with blood. Such was the intensity of the flow that it took only minutes for the liquid to reach the very edges of the clearing and to slosh over the side, into the grass. The handle of the knife disappeared completely into the puddle of red, and the moonlight lent the quivering pool an almost metallic shimmer.

      Jared swallowed hard. “I know this isn't real,” he said, voice breaking. “It doesn't reflect reality—our reality. She's playing tricks on us again, trying to horrify us.”

      I stood before the pool of blood, stared down into its gurgling face. It certainly looked real, and the pungent tang of blood mingling with soil that presently accosted my nostrils struck me as real enough, too. “It's not real,” I echoed, waiting for the flow to stop. Blood was slowly flooding into the grass now. I supposed that, if this hole wasn't eventually plugged up, the entire forest would run red. I bent down and extended a finger, dipping it in the rising pool.

      “Don't,” he warned. “Don't go near it.”

      I touched the blood and then worked it between my fingertips. It was sticky, and it stained my skin an angry pink as I worked it in. It certainly felt like the genuine article. “She's trying to scare us,” I began. “Trying to scare us away from here. She knows we've found her grave, and—”

      The breath was stolen from my lungs. I watched Jared's eyes shoot open, and then looked back at the pool of blood. Something had soundlessly surfaced in it. A bone white arm. With incredible force, a skeletal hand took hold of my wrist. Before I had a chance to yank myself free, to dig my heels in or reach out to Jared, I found myself being pulled into the sea of blood.

      And it really was a sea. I met the surface with a splash, the bony hand locked around my wrist, and where I should have met solid ground, I began immediately to sink. The ivory arm drew me further and further down—several feet down. I felt the cold, syrupy liquid enter my ears and nose; it flowed into my mouth. The concave portion of the clearing had only been a few inches deep, but here I was plummeting into a pool of red that had no end. The hand on my wrist didn't loosen its hold even as I began to kick and struggle.

      The stuff was viscous, had more resistance to it than water.

      And it was every bit as impossible to breathe in.

      Gradually, my combativeness waned and I gave in to the darkness. Choking on this foreign blood, I surrendered myself to the depths.
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      I was wrapped up in cold so punishing that any associations with my own body faded nearly to nothingness. It was as if my limbs detached from my trunk and dissolved into the ether, leaving only a kernel of awareness at the bottom of this blood-filled ditch.

      And as I floated there, suspended, I dreamt; or, I should say, I was visited by something not unlike a dream. It came on very gradually, and at its clearest it was like a film viewed through a dirty lens—like a scene watched through a foggy peephole. Grainy scenes from life—a life not my own—played on before my eyes.

      The first such scene took place in a room so shadow-crowded it may as well have been a cave. The warm hues of a fire toiled feebly in one corner, and it was by this dimness that a woman—thin, silver-haired and aged beyond her ears—sat and read. The book she clutched in her skeletal hands was not an unfamiliar one to me. It was bound in a thin, metal cover, and the flowing, foreign script across its pages squirmed as though alive. I watched her run a jagged fingernail across the title page, watched her lick her lips as she uttered the tome's title—Carte de Umbra Lungi—with an orgiastic shudder. For untold hours she sat and rocked in her chair, bent over that old volume, until finally she was hinged at the waist and had practically wrapped herself around its crisp pages. Eyes wide and trembling, she held the book close like a constrictor fawning over a meal in its coils.

      Next, I watched this same woman, in the same dim hovel, kneel upon the ground before a hastily-sewn mannequin made from sack cloth and stuffed with detritus. She had propped up its featureless bulk in a chair, and as though it were her king she genuflected before it. Peeling away the thin garb she wore and casting it aside, the kneeling woman began to bow before the effigy with great speed and vigor. Her nose nearly touched the floor with every repetition, and her spine flexed and its sickly outline protruded from her papery skin. On the way down, the figure in the chair remained a featureless mannequin. But in the space between each frantic bow, when the woman raised her eyes and drew in a labored breath, she saw—as did I, by extension—something else seated in the chair. It was a dark shape, only vaguely anthropoid, and its form was made up of an almost indescribable blackness. At rest, this pitch-black figure twitched and moved subtly; its very existence was kinetic.

      Imagine a human-shaped figure made up of black insect wings that never ceased flapping—or an anthropomorphic coil of writhing black snakes united under the command of a single consciousness—and you'll have some idea of what I mean, without, of course, capturing so much as a hundredth of the disgust it stirred in me.

      I watched this woman, seated at her table by the smalling light in the hearth, as she clutched at birds—large, black specimens—and carved into them with knives. I witnessed her rummaging through their organs, even sampling some of them, and placing their feathers in her sparse hair. Those parts of the birds she did not consume, she cast into the fire, and as they burned, the crow's feathers produced strange and wondrous colors. The fire went from green, to blue; red to indigo.

      The next scene took place outdoors, but was hardly brighter. Ambling through the fogbound woods, the woman approached a man outside her abode. I watched her stand beside him, a lurid smile setting her lips a-quivering. She whispered into the man's ear, let her tongue—unnaturally long and pale—graze his earlobe as she spoke. And then, without warning, he set off into the woods with a vacant expression, like his brain had been scrambled and his mind returned to a blank slate.

      Once again, the scene changed—but this time, things were different.

      The door of the tottering house was kicked in, and unwelcome torchlight poured in through the entrance, bringing to light so many of the horrors with which she'd filled her time. A mass of men marched in through the door, and without warning they raised their rifles and fired upon her. I watched her crumple as she was struck in the stomach—and I felt it in my own guts as well. Foreign hands reached out to grab her; some by the arms, others by the hair. She was dragged from the place, out into the field, while her captors dropped their torches and set the abode ablaze.

      But she did not die. Not at once.

      The wound in her abdomen exploded with gore as they dragged her limp body deeper into the woods. The sight of the house eventually faded until only the orange-yellow glow of the pyre could be seen stretching over the tops of the trees and mingling with the night sky. They hauled her, dropped her, began to dig hastily, and all the while she cursed them.

      A rough hand clasped her quaking mouth shut, and from both sides came men with hammers. Clumsily, they drove nails into her—two on each side. She felt—as did I—the searing pain as the steel entered her skin, pulverized her mandible. Blood spilled from the seam of her lips, but no longer could she speak.

      Even so, she cursed them still. She cursed them in her mind, with the whole of her fading will. She cursed them even as they rolled her into a rickety pine box, face-down, and began hammering on its lid. And she cursed them, too, as they worked in double-quick time to fill in the makeshift grave with dirt. All the while, life had not left her. It clung to her with incredible stubbornness, allowing her to savor every ounce of pain.

      And it allowed her to fear.

      The floor of the box ran thick with her blood. She felt it all over her as she squirmed in her death throes. The pains relented somewhat when she realized what was becoming of her, what lay ahead. Oblivion. Eternal darkness. Whatever her pain, the terror consumed all in those final moments. She would have screamed had her lips not been sealed; would have pushed at the lid of the box had her body not been sapped of strength.

      Fear. She perished at the height of her fear.

      It was not until the grave had mostly been covered that she finally died, and at the moment that her vital energies were exhausted, a pale light—the light of day—wormed its way into the coffin from a crack in the lid. She had died with the rising of the sun she'd shunned all her life.

      The grainy scene faded out and I was left again in the icy darkness. Only vaguely aware of what I'd just witnessed—the final days of a woman's life—I felt nothing. There was no terror for me, no pain. Only an amniotic peace.

      That is, until something intruded.
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      I was pulled out of the freezing pool. A hand—Jared's—had caught the collar of my jacket, and he strained at the edge of the clearing to haul my sodden form onto dry land. Grunting, he hooked an arm under mine and finally brought me into the grass. “Penny! You all right?” He fell silent as he looked down at me.

      I gasped and coughed, struggled to sit upright. Wiping the blood from my eyes and mouth, I spat onto the ground and took a few moments to catch my breath. “H-How long was I under there?” I asked.

      Jared shook his head and wiped his hands off on the grass. “Uh, I dunno. Maybe fifteen, twenty seconds? I reached in after you the minute you sank, but somehow, it was really deep... It took me a bit to find you, and then pulling you out was tough.”

      I'd been submerged for seconds? I could hardly believe it. As I shuddered in the grass, my mind revisiting all I'd been shown while beneath the surface, it felt more like days—months—to me. “Thanks for grabbing me,” I managed.

      Whatever reply he'd had in store dropped from his lips the moment he turned and looked back at the pool of blood. His eyes widened, his shoulders tensed, as something surfaced in the crimson slough. A frail, stiff body floated to the top—and somehow, though it rested in a puddle of blood at least several feet deep, it remained completely clean.

      Ellie Pomeroy's body floated like a freshly-fallen leaf.

      “It's her...” muttered Jared, tugging on my blood-slick jacket and trying to pull me away from the clearing.

      I resisted, though.

      The specter had her eyes open, and she was looking at me.

      Weeping.

      Those dark, wretched eyes that had haunted me all night long were now softer and flowing with tears. The witch's lips wriggled as she wept, the sobs held in place by the rusted nails that still forced her mouth shut.

      I leaned forward and reached out to her, helping her to drift to the edge of the pool.

      “Penny, what the hell are you doing?” blurted Jared, giving me another tug.

      “Stop, Jared.” Looking down at the cadaverous witch, I cleared my throat. “I saw everything, Ellie. I know what you went through.”

      Ellie Pomeroy shuddered, and a dry rasp issued from between her pursed lips. Her eyes were stony and large now; tear-slick, they reflected the light of the moon.

      “I saw what they did to you—I felt it.” Reaching out towards the nails in her jaw, I fixed my fingers around the head of one and began to ease it out. The thing slid out with surprising ease, and I dropped it into the pool when I was done, moving onto the next. One-by-one, I removed all four. The raw holes they left behind were the color of rust, and they spasmed in their emptiness, expanded and contracted as the witch drew in a deep breath. “There's nothing to be scared of anymore. You're free now, Ellie. Let go of your fear and move on.”

      Jared hovered behind me warily. “Let go of her,” he whispered. “Don't touch her, babe. This isn't safe. Let's... let's get out of here.”

      “No,” I replied. “That's why this curse has persisted all this time.” I studied the feeble, ivory face staring up at me. “Ellie Pomeroy was not a good person. She did awful things—all the things she was accused of. For that, she met a terrible end—an end she likely deserved—but the fear she felt in those final moments has persisted ever since.” I glanced at him in my periphery and tapped at my breast. “I felt that fear firsthand. And if we don't convince her to let go of it, it'll remain. The curse will continue.”

      “She got what she deserved, didn't she?” asked Jared.

      “Maybe,” I admitted, “but we're not holding a trial here. We aren't even dealing with Ellie Pomeroy anymore.” I turned back to the witch, combed the gossamer strands of hair from her brow. “She isn't here. The only thing left is her fear. When she died in that state, her fear kept on in this grave, like an echo. With nowhere else to go, it spread throughout the woods.”

      “How do you know?” Jared stood, staring down at the specter incredulously.

      “Because while I was down there, drowning, I experienced all of it. I saw what she did in life, how she died, and I shared in that final, terrible fright. She didn't die right away. It was a slow, painful death. You know how we thought the curse would be lifted on the fifteenth? We were on the right track, but we didn't have all of the details. She was still alive as they buried her, and she didn't actually go until the sun started to rise.” I glanced up at the sky and caught a dull shine in the east. “Right about now.”

      The witch shuddered once more, and strained to speak. Her throat bulged as she fought to use her atrophied mouth. I leaned in to listen. When her jumbled jaw finally clicked into place and her lips fell open, I saw something emerge from between them. It clawed its way up her throat, reared its ebony head and stared up at me with beady eyes before loosing a deafening caw.

      A fat crow climbed out of her mouth, perched momentarily on the witch's lower jaw, and then took flight, disappearing into the trees. Almost immediately, Ellie Pomeroy's body began to sink; within moments it was gone completely from view. Gradually, the basin full of blood began to empty as well, and over the course of several minutes, while the sun cast off the last vestiges of night, the liquid disappeared into the parched earth. Jared and I sat, staring at the bare ground. When the last of the blood had been drained, there was no sign of the witch; nothing but cracked, dusty soil.

      The two of us were silent for a long, long time. Neither of us spoke until the sun had fully risen, in fact, and we sat in the putrescent glade for ages, basking in the warmth of day.

      “Is it over, you think?” asked Jared, helping me to my feet.

      I peeled off my clotted jacket and left it in the clearing. “I don't know,” I admitted. “But I do know that it's over for now.” I spared him a smile—my first in a long time. “I don't plan to come back next September 14th to find out, at any rate.”
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      The remainder of our stay felt very much like a walk in the park.

      Despite all we'd weathered there, the light of day served as a shot in the arm, and we made the slow trek back to our campsite without having to look over our shoulders. The morning proved warm, and the sun banished the lingering mist that had grown up between the trees. Jared and I took our time crossing the creek, and upon getting back to camp, we packed up our essentials and left the rest. For all I know, there's still a blue tent set up in site M.

      We stopped in the restrooms, which weren't nearly so off-putting by day, and I rinsed off before changing into fresh clothes. Jared joined me, and the two of us shivered in the cold spray before taking a short walk in the sun to warm back up. Feeling reasonably clean, we hobbled down the footpath, listened to the birdsong and made our way out to the parking lot.

      “Oh, baby, am I ever glad to see you,” said Jared as we approached the Jeep. He patted the hood and tossed our bags in the back with a grin.

      The two of us were seated, we buckled up and Jared stuck the key in the ignition. The sound of the engine starting was surreal to me; the sensation of rolling through the lot, exiting the park grounds and merging onto the highway was even more so. I almost cried at the sight of a McDonald's billboard.

      These were things the two of us had thought we'd never see again. We'd been isolated so long, had been given over so completely to terror, that the outside world felt fresh and new again. We drove on in silence. Swan Creek State Park disappeared from the rearview and we gunned it back to Ohio. We ended up making the trip in a single go; except for a tank of gas and a handful of convenience store foods, we didn't stop at all.

      I couldn't say whether our visit to those woods had resulted in any long-lasting change. It felt arrogant to think that our meddling had put a stop to a deep-seated curse—that our dealings with the witch had finally dissipated the noxious fear her death had infected that land with. I wanted to believe it was so, and that future visitors to the park would never experience what the two of us had gone through.

      The woods were vast, though, and there could be no telling whether we'd successfully rooted out the infectious fear that had spread throughout. That fear, I knew, bred in shadow; a thing those woods possessed in staggering abundance. Until every tree, every pocket of that park had been explored, the madness of Ellie Pomeroy was likely to resurface every September.
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      Though we hadn't been gone all that long, home scarcely felt like home to me. We rolled into the driveway and carried our things in, but even as I paced through the rooms I didn't feel connected to the place in the least. This would change, I knew. When the shock of our trip finally wore off, when we allowed ourselves a modicum of relaxation and comfort again, things would gradually return to normal.

      Jared dropped his bags in the kitchen and helped himself to a soda. I took a pull from the can and sought out my phone charger. When my phone finally came back on, I found a deluge of texts from Diana, most of them variations on, “Well, how's the trip going? Don't keep me in suspense!”

      My answer was a bit curt, but it was honest: “It was INTERESTING...”

      Exhausted and hungry, Jared sat down at the kitchen table and nursed his drink. “Want some pizza or something? I'm starved. I can go pick something up, if you like.”

      “Sure, sounds good,” I replied. “In the meantime, I want to take a real shower. FYI, I'm going to use all of the hot water.”

      Jared grinned. “Would it kill you to save me a bit?”

      “Probably.” I planted a kiss on his stubbled cheek. “Lemme know when you get back, OK?”

      He set his drink aside and grabbed his keys from the counter. “Will do.”

      Retreating to the bathroom, I tossed all of my clothes into the hamper and took a good, hard look at myself in the mirror. To be frank, I looked like a hot mess. Rare were the sections of my body that didn't boast any bruises or cuts. They'd heal in time, of course. The dark bags under my eyes would fade, too. For the meantime, though, I was going to look like hell. I turned on the water and let it get good and hot. At the first sign of steam, I set out a fresh towel and climbed into shower.

      I won't bore you with the details of my shower, except to note that I easily ran through half a bottle of shampoo and body wash, and that, second only to my boyfriend, the inventor of the water heater was my life's greatest love. I stewed in the hot water, washing the grime from my hair and face, scrubbing at my nails with a brush.

      I'd been in the shower some twenty minutes when I sensed a slight change in the air. Specifically, a change in temperature. Though I'd been immersed in the hot water, I felt a chill run down my spine and sensed, rather suddenly, that there was another presence nearby. This was not a new sensation; I'd spent my entire weekend honing it in the woods. I stared at the shower curtain, cradling myself, and wondered if there wasn't someone waiting for me on the other side. “Jared?” I chanced, shutting off the faucet and standing in the steam. “That you...?”

      There was no reply, but the sensation of another presence in the room didn't diminish.

      I gave the curtain a little tug and peeked out from behind it, did a quick survey of the bathroom.

      The first thing I noticed was that the door was slightly ajar. My heart skipped a beat at this discovery, and I quickly scanned the remainder of the space for signs of the intruder. Waving away the steam, I found there was no one in there with me, however.

      You're nothing but a bundle of nerves, I thought, stepping out of the shower and reaching for my towel.

      That was when I saw it.

      A message had been scrawled across the steamy mirror with a fingertip. I froze, spying movement in the fogged up glass as I tried to read it. My gaze dropped to the sink—to the towel I'd set out for myself. Something rested upon it.

      A ring box.

      I looked back up to the mirror and read the message there under my breath. “Will you marry me?”

      I heard Jared struggling to contain his laughter from the doorway. He was standing just outside it, hands in his pockets. “I, uh... I'd planned to ask you while we were out camping, but... suffice it to say, things got in the way.”

      I plucked up the ring box and cracked it open, where I found, not surprisingly, a diamond engagement ring. The band was gold and the rock was large—large enough that I wondered how the hell he'd paid for it. I felt a little woozy as I stared down at it, and I removed it from the box with shaky hands. I slipped it over my ring finger and glanced it over as though I were trying on a pair of shoes. More than once I tried to say something—to comment on its beauty, to make some kind of wisecrack—but I couldn't find my voice.

      “Well, what do you say, Penny?” he asked from the door.

      Before setting out on our trip, I'd been filled with doubts. Marriage had seemed unnecessary, perhaps even unpleasant in many respects. But after our escape from Newsom's Landing, something had changed. The things we'd faced there—together—were worse than the greatest trials of married life, I figured. And we'd conquered them. If I could get through that nightmare with him by my side and still love him, then the answer was plain.

      I turned, red in the face and trying to beat back my smile. “It's a nice ring,” I said, wrapping the towel around me and holding my hand up so that he could see it on my finger.

      “Yeah? Think you'd like to wear it awhile?” he asked.

      “How long are we talking?”

      He scratched at his ear. “Thirty, forty years?”

      I stepped out of the bathroom and into his waiting arms. “Yeah, I think I can manage that.”
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      I hope you've enjoyed The Splendor of Fear. If you'd like to know about my future work the moment it's released, join my mailing list at the link below!

      

      Please consider leaving a review for this book. Your reviews are invaluable to me; they help me to hone my craft and help new readers find my books.

      

      Subscribe to Ambrose Ibsen's newsletter here:

      http://eepurl.com/bovafj
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