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Living in a town shrouded in mystery, the locals spoke of the dangers inside the trees and trained everyone to stay away from them. Thalia Corner is a town like no other.

Elly’s childhood still scarred her decades later. Something drew her to the dense woods surrounding her town and had since she was a little girl. Things happened in those woods.

Dismissed by those around her, she feared for her sanity. She began to believe it was all in her mind... Until the day she ran from death to the very place she feared.

What she found inside those dark woods would change her forever.
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THALIA CORNER WAS home to a select few. People that could bear the temperatures and intense weather, and yet, it was also a place that harbored some of the country’s biggest—and sometimes darkest—secrets. Few believe in the folklore that resides within this small town. Even the eerily dense fog, that almost seems to be permanently settled over the town, led the outside to believe dreadful things awaits inside its cloud. 

No matter how one looks at the town, there was one thing that spoke more than the old wooden buildings, the lifeless fields, or even the hauntingly beautiful mountains in the distance. Gravel that crunched loudly as town folk moved around the sparse town only added to its atmosphere. Winds whistled secrets and nightmares. The light flickered creepily, giving more to the belief that Thalia Corner was haunted. Though all those things lend to much of the atmosphere around here, it was the trees that spoke more of hidden follies than anything else. 

Many believed it was within these trees that the curse came down on the town. Others believe the history, in which Thalia Corner grew to be known as, was founded within them. Then there were the select few that knew that what lie beyond that tree line was not folklore or myths. No, beyond them lay a truth that even the strongest fear.

Within the trees of Thalia Corner, a whole other world lay in the waiting. Waiting for what? No one really knew, but what was certain was that what lived amongst the trees wouldn’t stay hidden for long. Soon, the town would be forced to accept the truth of it all. Soon, the world would either fear or thank whatever it was. 

The question was not what was hidden within the shadowy dark depths, but what did it want? That was a question that each member of the town would soon have an answer to. The cosmic question then would be, who would survive it?
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FROM THE WOODS, a figure lurked near the edges. Anyone looking would almost think it was their minds playing tricks on them. A still calm came over the whole area as a girl skipped out into the grassy knoll near the lake. Her hair blew behind her like paper in the breeze, light and free as if not attached to anything. 

Holding her arms out to her sides, a wide grin graced her delicate lips. Slowly, she spun in a circle as laughter bubbled over, as if it was just waiting to spill out. It lit not only her face, but the whole area around her. 

The breeze picked up then, as if waiting for her to come back to life. Her scent carried on the wind. 

“Elly!” A man called, the harsh sound killing the serene moment that had accompanied her.

Dropping her arms to her side, the little girl’s smile fell from her face as she stared at the man storming toward her. A rippling of tension mixed with sadness filled the air around the knoll. 

“What,” her voice was soft but strong.

“I told you not to run off,” the man growled.

A sound of frustration filled the air as she placed her hands on her hips and stared the man down. “I didn’t run off, Chance.”

“Why do I always get stuck with having to take you with me?” He looked around and then back at the little girl. “Don’t leave my sight.”

The little girl moved over to the water and ran her hand lightly over the surface. A sigh of pleasure filled the air, bringing life back that was tinged with anxiety moments ago. Slipping her shoes off, she stepped into the shallow waters. Another small smile transformed her face as she tilted her head back to enjoy the feel of the cool water against her ankles and the warmth of the sun on her face. 

A tingling sensation filtered across her skin. Startled, the little girl tipped her head down and turned in the direction of the woods. An intense expression on her face. Stepping from the waters, she slowly walked toward the woods. 

The figure that lurked in the shadows vibrated with anticipation, ready to talk to the beauty that stole all thoughts.

“What do you think you’re doing,” the man yelled as he grabbed her arm and yanked her around.

“Ow! Chance, you’re hurting me,” the little girl cried.

Moving without thinking, the boy smacked into the barrier and a resounding boom filled the air, a sound that should not have been heard by the two people in the knoll but seemed to be heard by the little girl. Shock stole his movements. Stalled him in his attempt to push past the limits in which he was told they could never pass.

“Cyprus,” the familiar voice carried warning and concern.

“She heard. Mom, she heard the barrier. Sh-she saw me.”

The woman stepped close to her child and rested a hand on his shoulder protectively. Leaning down, she whispered to him, “Tell her. Send it. See if she feels it too.”

For a moment, the little boy was confused on what he was being told, but his eyes locked then with the girl that had intrigued him from the moment he saw her. He didn’t know what he said, but her eyes widened. His heart stopped for a minute.

“Di-did you hear that, Chance?” The little girl breathed.

“Do what?” Asked the man, clearly frustrated with his sister.

“Di-did you hear that? Feel that?”

“You’ve lost your damn mind! Let’s go.”

The man yanked the girl from the little boy’s view, but something changed in him. He couldn’t explain it, but there in the shadows, something in him changed. Grew. Spread through him.

“You’ve found your mate.” His mother’s soft voice was like a whisper on the wind. Just as quickly as the girl was yanked from his reach, his soul knew that his mother must be right.

“I found her.”
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LIFE IN THIS creepy town had never failed to keep Elly Long on her toes. People here were both rude and distant. Most believe it to be the cause of the surrounding horror movie atmosphere, that demeanors around here were not very welcoming. More so to those that were new and not born residents. Sadly, Elly was born here and has barely been away from the town in her life. Never has she ever left the state of Wyoming. Well, not exactly true. She’d left for a short stint but ended up coming back.

Thalia Corner was named after the demigod of Festivity. To this day, no one understood why. Maybe way back in the day it was a place to party and to celebrate things, but that hadn’t been what she’d experienced in her life here in this drab town. The more time that passed, the darker and darker the town seemed to grow. Not just in mannerisms, but in quality. Qualities in which one could never fully name because every day the air seemed to grow thicker. The clouds seemed to become denser. The shadows from the Licentiousness Woods grew darker.

Funny how the town name was complete opposite of the way it behaved, but the name of the woods was right on the mark. Lawless woods. Precisely what they’d been raised to believe. Elly’s father once told her that the devil himself lived within those life giving borders. How could evil of a whole new form live within the very things that provided life for every living thing around? It never made any sense to her.

Most of the things in her hometown had not made sense to her. How had everyone become so close minded? Was it possible that the very presence of the tales around here propelled thoughts of evil to immediately take form in their heads? Though, one could argue that it was a sense of rebellion when one believed the opposite of the stories that have been told about the darkness of the greens. 

Elly used to stand at the edge of the woods and look into the aphotic depths, wondering what really lay in the shadows beyond. What were the silhouettes that moved beyond the light from the outside? Was it really beasts that hungered for human flesh? Dangerous criminals that paid to not be confined to a cell for the rest of their lives? Could they be creatures that mimicked the Centaur-like Kinnaras? Half-man, half-beast? Though there was one that truly worried her. Not because she was scared, but because it meant a lot of her life was indeed a lie. A lie that she wasn’t sure she’d be able to conquer with knowing the truth. To believe something one way for so long to then have it flipped on its ear... Elly wasn’t sure how she would be able to handle that.

The fact of the matter was that Elly had little faith in her heart for her family. Her parents seemed to hate her, and her older brother Chance seemed to resent her. No love had ever been spared in her direction. She had longed for it, begged for it even, but none of them could spare the smallest bit of warmth when it came to her. So, she spent most, if not all, of her life outside looking in, desperately trying to find a way to get them to see her, notice her.

As she grew older, things began to happen, setting her apart from her family more and more. Eventually, she just gave up on being viewed the same way in their eyes, and as she grew, she realized she didn’t want to be, but not until the damage had been done. Not until she’d been far too afraid to be herself.

“I’m not paying you to daydream, Long!” Mr. Lair yelled from behind the bar causing her to jump.

“Sorry, sir. Was just thinking about something. Won’t happen again,” Elly apologized and went back to scrubbing down tables after another long night at the local bar, Hades’ Playground.

In most places, the secure jobs were things like teachers, mailman, construction and so on. Not here in Thalia Corner. No, here it was the bar positions that gave you a promised check. Seemed as though everyone here always had time for drinking, and because normal laws didn’t apply here, drinking started young around here. Kids, as young as ten years old, were allowed to come into the bar and get some beer. Considering what most them probably dealt with at home, it was probably the least destructive thing they did.

Elly had never been that kind of person. Never turned to alcohol to bury thoughts and feelings she couldn’t bear. Instead, she cleaned around the clearings in the area. Preserving nature had always been important to her. She’d spend all her time working just so she didn’t have time to think. To lay her mark on the town. A mark she hoped brightened it a bit more with each thing she did. Of course, one would have to be a complete idiot in thinking that it actually did.

Around here, nothing improved. Nothing brightened. No matter how hard she tried. Even her house was surrounded by the brightest array of flowers blooming all year round and painted a cheery yellow with white shutters. It even included the white picket fence out front. Yet, it still looked depressing and out of place in this drab old town. 

Sighing, Elly hung her apron on the hook near the bar and said goodbye to a couple of the girls before heading out to her car. She hated the isolating feeling this place gave her, yet something kept her here. She left once for about six months and just never fit-in in sunny California. So, she came back and told herself she’d just stay. 

The drive through the town center was short. You practically blinked and you passed everything. The residents’ properties, on the other hand, were vast in size. Their streets weren’t named because everything was there within a squared out area. If you were venturing out to people’s property and you didn’t know the way, no one around here would offer directions. Everyone knew every resident here. Maybe not on a personal level because that was just not how this town worked, but they knew your name. 

There was once a time that the state had hired a tour agency to give tours of the creepiest town within its borders. That lasted a whole month before several events occurred. Now, the town was pretty much closed off to outsiders. It wasn’t even listed on a map. No signs on the highway to get here. Nothing. 

Pulling into her drive, Elly shut her car off and walked directly to the back of her house. Her property spanned nearly five miles in all directions. If one knew how to tally that up, she had nearly thirty-three hundred acres of land. Her property hadn’t started off that way. She’d had the normal parcel that every born resident acquired on their eighteenth birthday here, just about a thousand acres, but then her parents and brother moved away, and they’d sold their plots to her. She’d never been more grateful for the inheritance that she’d gotten from a long lost relative she had never met before, because it gave her the money to buy their plots. 

Her peace. Her serenity.

Stopping, as always, near the edge of the woods, she peered in the beyond for a moment. Her brows creased together, lips slightly pursed, and she chewed the inside of her lip. It was a bad habit Elly had had since she was young. Every time she grew deep in thought she gnaw at a tiny bit of the inside of her lip.

“Why am I so drawn to you?” Elly thought out loud as she continued to stare curiously inside the forbidden zone. “What is it about this nature made abyss that keeps me coming back every day to peer into the unknown?”

“You’re meant to come inside,” came a soft but deep voice from inside the barrier.

The first time she’d heard the voice she thought herself insane and it scared her. Now, years later, she believed it to be her subconscious coaxing her in. No figure ever appeared. It had to be just a way to deal with her life.

“I am meant for more. For something bigger. Not to disappear in the dark. Not to be invisible. Aren’t I deserving of a life that doesn’t hide parts of me, but shines in all of who I am?”

“Of course you are, Elly, but who’s to say that that light isn’t buried in the dark waiting for you to save it from being extinguished?” The voice argued back.

Elly paused a moment before responding. For the first time in all the years she’d talked to the woods, she’d never heard her name spoken, nor had the urgency been portrayed like it had in that moment. There was something there. Something guarded, private almost, but with the longing to turn and spill the secret. That was what these woods were though. Shrouded in secrets. Clouded in silence and violence.

“And if I were to cross into the woods?” It was a question she had to ask.

“You’d find your worth and probably more.”

“And be trapped in the grips of something I have no knowledge of.” She paused for only a moment. “Why have you never shown yourself?”

“Because you’re not ready to believe that I’m nothing more than a voice. When you’re ready, I can show you, but you need to know, many do not know me anymore. I am but a lone wolf.”

Elly paused a moment again. “You speaking figuratively or literally?”

“What makes you ask me such a question?”

Suddenly embarrassed by allowing, even for a moment, the thoughts of myths the town has told to creep into her mind, Elly huffed out a breath and fidgeted with her hands. She said to the darkness to ignore her response. The silence stretched. It created an uncomfortableness in her that felt almost suffocating in nature.

How was it that she almost felt a disconnect between her and this floating voice through the dark? Like from Wizard of Oz only without the floating head? Why, after all these years, had she suddenly thought that there was actually a person on the other end? If it was really her imagination, then why did the voice seem to almost age as the years have carried past?

“You’re not going to talk to me anymore, are you?” Elly’s voice was small and uncertain. If the answer was ‘no’, then it was almost as if she’d be losing a piece of herself.

“We will speak again, my child, but it will be a while before that happens. Just remember,” it paused for a moment, almost as if it were afraid to reveal whatever it was contemplating on. 

“Remember what?” Elly urged after a long moment of silence had past, heightening her anxiety.

“Remember the name Baciur. It will offer revelations to those that hear it, but Elly, only mention it when you feel it’s the right time. Don’t tell just anyone. Just believe in my words. Trust them.”

“Trust a disembodied voice? That’s a lot to ask of someone.”

“Yes, I suppose it is. What if I were to show you a glimpse of me? To prove I’m more than a voice. Will you believe me then?”

Elly worried she could be walking into a disaster, but it had been bugging her in the last few months not knowing if she were losing her mind or not. Then again, seeing someone from the lawless wooded section scared her too. No, you’ve been a chicken all your life, talked to this person for years now and it never even ventured to hurt you. You can do this. Get answers.

“Yes. I think it would definitely help.” Elly hated that her voice shook and held a bit of a squeak like quality to it.

After a moment, the rustling of trees hammered her heart in her chest. It was almost impossible to hear the birds call songs over the sound of her blood roaring in her ears. She had to work hard to keep her feet planted beneath her. Then after what she was sure was only thirty seconds, but felt like a year, there appeared a man and her breath stalled in her throat.

“Do you believe and trust me now?”

“To be honest, I don’t know what to believe. To live a life in fear of these woods...” Elly couldn’t finish her sentence.

Nodding his head solemnly, he looked down for a moment. “I know child, but will you please do as I requested?”

Looking deeply into eyes she knew she’d never forget, Elly could pick up hints of sadness and desperation. It called to something deep within her. Sighing, she nodded her head.

“Thank you. You’ll know when. You’ll feel it deep within you. Pulling at your mind and soul. Then and only then do you tell the right people. You’ll know them too.” He smiled, then turned and started to walk away.

“Wait! I don’t know your name. Are you Baciur?”

But he didn’t respond. Didn’t even look back to acknowledge that she’d even asked a question. Within seconds he was gone and his voice no longer there. Years of conversation and now she knew with utter certainty that there would be no more. A piece of her broke inside. He had been the only person to truly get her, outside of her best friend, Lilliana, but even Lilly was limited on the insights of her mind. She didn’t want her oddness to run off the only other person that seemed to want to stay around.

“Goodbye,” she whispered. “I knew you’d leave me too.”

Never goodbye, but I will see you later on down the road. Our conversations have come to an end. Soon you’ll find the answers you seek and the power in which you have. Be patient my child. It will all reveal itself soon enough. I’ll always be with you.

The voice echoed with finality in her mind and with it the remnants of the sadness she’d once seen in his eyes. The only consistent companion she had was gone. She was once again alone. Alone with her thoughts. She wrapped her arms around herself, hugging tightly and fighting off the urge to let the sob that pushed hard against her lungs. 

She was alone with herself. His voice still ringing in her mind, Elly began to wonder if anything in those woods was safe.

And that scared her deeply.
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“HAVE YOU BEEN back out to the woods?” Elly’s best friend’s voice echoed through her living room from the speaker phone.

“Yeah, every day in the beginning and then I trailed off. I don’t even go out there anymore. All I do is stare at the damn woods like they’re talking to me,” Elly admitted.

It has been a year since she had that strange encounter with the man in the woods. It has been long enough that she was beginning to question its realness. The more time that passed the more she believed she had had a moment of weakness.

“I know you want to pretend this was like some kind of fatigue episode, like a solider fighting against a fight that never ends, but what if it wasn’t? What if it was real and someone out there needs to hear that? That needs your help?”

Elly sighed and slumped down in one of her kitchen chairs. Her friend has always been supportive of her... her strangeness. Unlike her own family, Lilliana has always looked at Elly as a completely sane person. It was one of those things that Elly would never understand, but she thoroughly enjoyed it too.

“I don’t know Lil, but I do know that those woods... Something’s going on in there,” she breathed as she turned her head to look out the window.

“That’s exactly why I’m telling you not to forget about it.”...

But she had to. 

And she did. 

Years have passed since she’d had that conversation with Lilliana and since she last allowed herself to even think about the woods, let alone go near them. That was fine. She has had enough to keep her busy, however. Between work, her garden, land, and remodeling, she barely had time to sleep, but this was the way she preferred things. It was better than allowing her over analytical mind to keep going over a possibility that was so far-fetched that it made her wonder her sanity. 
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Running, she flung the door open to the bar. After a little bit of car troubles, she was running late for her second shift at the bar. Elly hurried to grab her apron. Just as she began tying it on, she ran right into Hades himself.

Yes, that was his real name. He had bright red hair, slanted dark eyes and his whole look spoke of evil, but he seemed to be nice. To the girls here anyway. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry, sir,” Elly rushed to apologize.

His rumbled laughter filtered through the air. “Nonsense Elly, but I want to know why you’re back?”

“Working a double today, sir.”

“You just worked a double yesterday and actually I see you on the schedule more often than any other of the girls. Even more than the cook and bartenders.”

“I need the money, sir.” Elly grabbed a rag from behind him and began to wipe the bar top and tables off. Truth be told, she didn’t need the money. In fact, if she kept living on bare necessities, she’d not need to worry about money. Thanks to the large inheritance she was good. The truth of the matter was that she needed to work to keep herself sane. Working keeps her from dipping too much into those funds.

“Elly,” Hades laid his hand gently on her shoulder. “You need to take some time off. You can take three weeks of paid vacation. I’ll let you decide how it’s broken up, but you need to take it within the next quarter.”

The door opened to the bar just then and in strolled the usual group for eleven in the morning. Sighing, she looked up at her boss. “I’ll let you know.”

“Okay, I’ll be in town till Thursday evening. That’ll give you three days to tell me your times. Okay?”

“I don’t really have a choice, do I?” Elly huffed as she walked away to greet the mean men of Coulum Ranch.

Sometimes Elly swore they only came in because they knew they got under her skin. Half the time they ordered coffees and then had her running to their table for refills all the time. There were at least a few of their kids that weren’t half as bad as them. They’d come in on occasion but not every time. 

Ramon looked at his coffee mug as he did every time he came in as he said, “I’ll have a coffee, black.” His dark eyes flashed to hers. “Black. You hear me?”

Ramon Coulum was an eerie dude. The way his gray eyebrows slashed downward to a sharp pointed nose and his dark lashes highlighting his dark brown eyes. The gray mustache that was long enough to almost hide his straight lipped mouth. It all led to the meanness he gave off, and it wasn’t a mistaken image. Ramon and his brothers, Tony, and Kyle were as mean as they came here. No one here was exactly nice, but at least they didn’t seek out to cause problems like these guys did. Rumor had it that they were actually the guarders of the woods. Controlled what went in and out of there.

“Same here. Then bring me creamer and sugar. I can’t trust you to make it right,” Tony clipped out.

“Give me a black coffee, but remove the caffeine and bring me the special for today,” Kyle ordered with a sneer on his face.

Giving a polite – but probably not believable – smile, Elly hurried to the kitchen to get their orders. They timed her on the coffee run. If she took longer than seven minutes to get their coffee to them, then they punished her. One time they had slashed her tires. Another they put a decomposing animal on her porch. She’s made sure to get it to them quickly from then on. 

Elly was different from everyone around here, aside from maybe Hades, but everyone knew that she was and treated her poorly because of it. So, she always has to work twice as hard as the other girls here to get only half the tips they earn from the same people. At first it had bothered her, but she just didn’t have time to care anymore. Instead, she’d focus on keeping her mind busy and not so much on the effort it was taking to break even like the other girls.

Today was a day no different. The guys gave her a hard time on everything and made a huge mess before leaving without a tip. Only today I watched as Tony walked over to Benita and gave her a ten dollar tip and she didn’t even help with the table.

Swallowing down my frustration, I went about cleaning up after the jerks and continued my shift. Tonight wasn’t as busy as it normally would be. Even Hades commented on that fact when I walked behind the bar to help clean some glasses. 

“What do you think it could be?”

“Well,” Hades said as he placed another clean cup back and grabbed the next. “If I’m to believe old man Owen, it’s because there’s a new drop happening for the dark.”

This seemed a constant for our town. A helicopter will fly low over the trees of those dangerous woods and there will be a container dropped to bounce, toss, and turn until it either stuck in the tree or fell to the ground. We all assumed anyway. Only a few in this town were actually privy to seeing exactly what those drops were. However, every member could feel the shift in the atmosphere when there was one.

“That girl is the shadow of the town. Lucy said that there’s a strange aura that surrounds her.” Elly heard as she walked past a couple older ladies.

Everyone has always looked at her that way. Even crazy Lucy was more accepted than she was. Crazy Lucy was known for her antics of talking to herself, swearing she can see dead people, and claims she holds magical powers. Yet, Elly was an outcast because she didn’t look at the world the same way that the rest of this backwards town did.

Feeling her phone vibrate in her apron, she glanced at the screen to see her boyfriend’s name flashing across it. Elly had decided to start dating. It had been a difficult decision and as time went on with her boyfriend, she knew he wasn’t the one. Every day more and more of the startling differences between them stood out. Elly found herself wondering if she should continue dating him, just so she didn’t have to be alone.

Shaking off the dark thoughts, she focused on work and making it through it. Surviving a shift of dealing with the townspeople was an everyday battle. The thing was that Elly just never fit in with them. She wasn’t focused on wealth, nor on the history or mysteriousness of the town. Elly was okay being alone doing her own thing. She’s had a lifetime of practice. 

Something hung in the air. Loomed in the distance. Call it a gut feeling. Elly could feel the shift in the air, inside her. Change was coming. Drastic change.
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“SLOW DOWN!” ELLY yelled as the car slid off onto the shoulder of the road.

“Don’t be such a baby,” Lance taunted her from the driver’s seat as he whipped around another curve in the road.

Elly didn’t feel like she was being a baby. No, any rational person would fear for their lives when the car they were in was sliding off the road with a drop that was so far down you couldn’t see the bottom. Everyone in town knew that Lance was a teenager trapped in an almost thirty-year-old man’s body. Never had she thought herself stupid until this moment. 

Though, she argued with herself for the millionth time since Lance started up the mountain, he hadn’t done anything like this before. She’d been casually seeing him for the past six months and they’d done the standard dating things: dinner, dancing, movies, walks. Never had he acted this way. 

Looking out her window again, she shivered in fear. Elly was far from a dare devil. She preferred to keep to herself, like quiet nights in front of a roaring fire. Glancing over at Lance, he apparently was not who she had believed him to be. 

His boyish good looks were what had made Elly agree to date him. The blonde, wavy hair that hung slightly on his forehead. His bright blue eyes and beaming smile. Never did she see the look in his eyes that was there now. It wasn’t the kind eyes she’d seen before. Another shiver ran through her body as a thought took place.

He looks... evil. And he truly did.

His normally wide eyes were slits now. Was it the adrenaline of scaring the shit out of her and carelessly driving them up the steep mountain roads, or could it be more sinister? After all, he was almost thirty and had never been married. Some men don’t get married and she knew that. However, he never went without a woman. It was one of the things that made her skeptical of dating him. It was also the reason that she wasn’t sleeping with him. 

In her mind’s eye, Elly knew that his erratic behavior could have something to do with her refusing to have sex with him in his car only an hour ago. Instead of allowing him to put his hands on her, she requested to be taken home. On the way in that direction, he detoured and said he wanted to show her something first.

He hadn’t seemed mad at her refusal at the time. Now... Now she just wasn’t sure. An ominous chill settled over her. Something was going to happen. Something was brewing in the distance. The question for Elly was not what it was at this point, no, the only query that ran through her head was if she’d be left in one piece in the end. 

A cloud of dust blocked
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