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I’VE WRITTEN MANY NOVELS, and short stories, over the last several years, with moderate success. The eventual wear and tear of the business and craft left me weary of writing, my creative juices drying up, forcing my hand to abandon the craft for some time, if not for good. Then, my daughter, Belle, came to me with an idea for a story, a haunted venue with the presence of a deceased doctor wreaking terror from beyond the grave. After two days of stewing on the idea reflecting a sieve ready to burst, pouring ideas my creative ocean, my body wrecked with stress and nearing the end of the line, I attended a meditation class given by an old high school friend of mine that would change my life forever. 

During this meditation, within what could be best described as a dreamstate, I found myself within the basement of a lighthouse and I entered an elevator which took me up each ‘floor’ of my spiritual body, and as I went I lit up each differently colored Chakra along the way. The next thing I knew, after a flash, I found myself catapulted into a vast grassy sunlit meadow.

In this meadow, seated upon a wooden campground picnic table, was my uncle, who’s been dead for three years now, very appreciative of my immortalizing his character in my science fiction trilogy Europa. He turned to talk to me. A simple conversation, like how’s the weather. I then asked if my mother, who’d also passed on, was anywhere about. He replied with a passive yes, and tilted his head for a brief moment to reveal the image of my late mother standing alongside him. She’d been an avid writer, providing a short wave of hello with her hand and a welcoming grin which left me both pleased and comforted. But, she was doing something....something...what was it? 

I later sorted the details out, and came to learn my mother was writing a story she in her afterlife was attempting to convey to me through my daughter. A ghost writer in every sense of the word, my mother had from that point forward become part of my inner creative team, and for the first time ever, we have written together, particularly with the work Asylum, with ideas for several more projects. My fire for writing dying a slow burn prior to this had been re-ignited, and my mother's the one striking the match.

For you Mom, forever my inspiration, my mentor, and now, my fellow published co-author, my love for you burns eternally. 

For my Uncle, thank you Bud, for being my hero, and keeping Mom company, while I keep everyone company down here. 

For you, Belle, who is WELL among the living, thank you for your inspiration, and belief in my adaptability as an author to bring such stories to life.

In regards to “The Last Ride:” For my father, who has remained the consistent core of influence and balance I’ve needed on this incredible journey. 
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

I’ve been in the writing and publishing business for close to a decade now, and the one thing I’ve consistently maintained, my personal manta if you will, always grass root it. Keep yourself grounded, and remember how you attained your success, through the complexity of the relationships with your audience and fellow brethren. This diverse collection stems from that school of thought, offering not only several new works by myself, but the intricate and satisfying collection of two up and coming writers. 

Although her stories have been published before, Tammy Gehlert’s debut in last year’s Demon Revolver anthology launched her writing career to a new level. Tammy’s stories deliver on a multitude of levels, and demonstrate a unique caliber of depth and intimacy, in her sharpness to detail and development of characters. My wife’s passion for the craft spawned this opportunity for us to work together, and for us to push the envelope, summoning all of our creativity, willpower and devotion in telling crisp, concise, and hopefully intriguing stories for you, dear reader.

The next entry in our ghostly series is the prestigious and well-received poet of the Northeast, Mr. Robert Milby. My literary connection to Robert? We both share the same vision: the thirst for realism in a story, and Robert’s strength in weaving a complex fabric of horror and realism resonating throughout every poem he pens. Our personal ties: grass roots. In our quest to expand to new areas, we are relentlessly bound to one another when it comes to readings, events, and public relations. 

Robert has been instrumental in my success, and now, without hesitation, I return the favor in including samples of his outstanding work in this collection. 
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—J.G.
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I.

J.P. Powell

January 28, 1887
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“I CAN FEEL IT.”

“What can you feel, Joe?”

“We’re close.”

“Close? Are you sure?” 

“Hell yeah. My dad’s stories about General Tobias Montgomery are true.”

“Joe, just ‘cause your father served with this guy in the Civil War don’t mean we need to go on a trek to find this soldier.” Adam rubbed his eyes. “I’m on the short leash here. I’m tired, Joe.”

“Tobias saved my father’s life at the Battle of Gettysburg,” Joe recollected the fabled story.

“Guns firing, smoke everywhere. I know, I know. I’ve heard the story a million times before,” Adam chirped back.

“General Tobias Montgomery shook President Lincoln’s hand. Tobias felt the texture of Lincoln’s skin. That alone is worth a visit.” Joe continued along the worn path.

“Well, I’m in. But, let’s hurry because the weather’s starting to turn for the worse.” Adam looked up at the grey skies.

“Yeah, I know.” Joe rubbed his hands together. He turned his head around. “Are you guys okay?” He asked the rest of the group.

Elizabeth Whitmore and her boyfriend Dale Cortland meandered behind Adam and J.P.

“Yeah, we’re here,” the two lovers chorused.

J.P. Powell, the leader of the group of teenagers, the Alpha Male, always in charge of everything. The feisty eighteen-year-old rehearsed it in his mind to trek from his comfortable home, through the backwoods of the Appalachian Mountains and into the small town of Black Rock, Pennsylvania.

“Find anything yet?” Joseph Paul Powell asked his friends.

“How far again?” Adam asked. 

“Calm down. It’s just through this clearing ahead.” J.P. caught sight of the clear field ahead.

“It’s about time.” Adam’s left heel rubbed the back of his oversized boot, snuffing out a sweaty itch. “My feet are killing me.”

“Hang in there. I can see a plume of smoke rising in the air. And, that means a warm fire.” J.P. raised a dark eyebrow and jogged through the naked trees, utilizing his small, athletic frame to maximize his speed.

Adam’s portly body lagged dangerously behind, unable to keep pace with his invigorated leader.

J.P. entered the clearing first with Adam chugging a slow pace behind. “You need to catch your breath?” He asked, noticing his friend’s problems.

“I’m a fat, lazy, seventeen-year-old,” Adam’s voice brimmed with sarcasm. “Of course I need a break.”

“Wow, take a look at that cabin,” Dale surveyed the unique layout of the small cabin. 

“Well, someone must live here.” Elizabeth took inventory of the recently chopped wood, the rising plume of the charcoal flavored smoke and the well used wooden ax, resting comfortably against the outside wall.

“It looks like no one’s home.” J.P. took a tour around the cabin, flirting an occasional look through the grimy windows.

“The door’s unlocked.” Adam’s hand pushed against the door, watching as it creaked open.

“I don’t know.” Elizabeth scanned the area, with uneasiness. The naked trees leaned in together, skinning each side of its respective neighbor. The entire scene basked inside an eerie aura. “Something doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Oh, stop being a worrywart,” Dale said as he grabbed her hand and pulled his girlfriend in close. “I’m here for you.”

“Should we go in?” Adam asked as he routinely prodded J.P. for an immediate answer. Adam’s brown eyebrows were soaked with sweat. His stomach turned over with some sort of acid reflux reaction. “Oh, man. My stomach’s jumping through hoops again.” Adam’s face turned pale. “I need to sit down.”

“I say no one’s home, and we’re cold.” J.P. turned around to face the group. “I’m sure this person wouldn’t turn away a couple of freezing teens out in the middle of the wilderness. “I suggest we step inside and warm our hands by the fire for a minute or two, and then we’re back on our way to Black Rock.”

“Sounds good man,” Dale’s voice cackled with enthusiasm. He was a smidgen older than his girlfriend, Elizabeth. He always tried to impress her with his machismo. 

“I’m still having that horrible feeling,” Elizabeth warned the guys. “It’s sitting there like a rock in the pit of my stomach.”

“I have that feeling too Liz,” Adam replied. “I’m sure a good burp will clear that baby out. At least, that’s what I’m hoping for.” He pursed his lips and prepared for the riveting internal explosion.

“What a bunch of girls,” J.P. huffed. “I’m going inside. The rest of you can freeze your asses out here.” He placed his hand upon the slightly ajar door and pushed.

II.

Fire
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J.P. PUSHED THE CREAKY wooden door open, entering the cabin. J.P. walked across the rickety, cracked wooden planks. Some bowed in the middle, other planks had started to separate at the ends, allowing any person to innocently stub their toe if they weren’t paying attention. The interior had seen better days, probably the result of a lack of upkeep on the owner.

J.P. let off a quiet, mesmerizing whistle as his eyes took in the cabin’s warm interior. The fire had a healthy warmed glow and vigor, while the kitchen was begging to be utilized.

“Don’t be a bunch of chickenshits,” J.P. called out to his friends. J.P. walked over to the fire and stretched out his frigid hands, waiting for instant warmth. “See, it’s not that bad.” He could feel the sensation racing back through his veins.

Adam poked his rotund frame into the cabin, taking a curious peek around the joint. “J.P.’s right, it’s not that bad in here.”

Adam joined his friend over by the fire. “Maybe a little warmth will help me feel better.” Adam too, poked his small sausage like extremities into the fire’s warmth.

“Yeah, now you’re talking.” J.P. looked over at Adam and nodded his head in agreement, as he continued to rub his hands together in a fervent action.

“This place,” Elizabeth said as she gave Dale a shot in the ribs. “It freaks me out. I mean, look at the trees. They’re naked, no leaves.”

“It’s winter.” Dale snorted back. “The dead of winter.”

“Then where are the leaves?” Elizabeth asked. “I don’t see any on the ground.”

“It’s a forest Liz,” Dale replied tartly. “Leaves fall and blow away.”

“Where? There’s not one leaf to be found for a hundred or so yards.” Elizabeth whirled her head about taking in the chilling atmosphere. “And, what about those up there?”

“Where?” Dale looked up.

“Over there. Those dangling spears, high above the trees. It looks like some sort of trap.”

“You have an over active imagination Liz,” Dale again sniffed, and grabbed her by the hand leading her inside the cabin.

Dale virtually dragged Elizabeth inside the cabin. Her instincts influenced her thoughts: something was awry in this place. Her eyes picked up on the wooden ax buried into a wooden tree stump just off to the porch’s immediate right.

“Dale,” she begged him. “Please, on my mother’s grave, don’t bring me into this place.”

“Ah, stop your crying.” Dale continued to move his girlfriend inside the room, closing the door behind them.

“I’m hungry.” Adam peered into the kitchen. “I wonder what kind of grub awaits us.”

“When are you not hungry chubby?” Dale quipped.

“I have an extremely healthy appetite,” Adam replied rubbing his stomach. “And right now, she’s calling to me. Adam, Adam.” He rose up and made his way over to the kitchen.

“Anyway.” Dale brought Elizabeth over to the fire. “Come on baby, let’s heat up by the fire.”

“I guess.” She stuck her hands out, rubbing them together in a clockwise manner. “Five minutes. Then we leave and head to Black Rock.” She motioned to the door, shaking her small fingers.

“Yeah, okay.” Dale receded a bit. “That’s my girl, warm up your icy veins.” Dale pressed his lips against her soft cheek. “And, maybe later, we can turn the heat up even more.”

Elizabeth blushed from the sudden attention. “Oh, stop it now,” she softly spoke.

“Why?” Dale raised his eyebrows and winked in her direction. “His hands wandered over her ass.”

“You’re such a perv,” she said with a corny grin.

“And?” Dale asked.

“Not here.” She waved her hand around. 

“Then where?”

“Cool your jets, eh?” She begged him.

Adam ran his fingers across the wooden cabinets. “Whew, this guy sure knows how to build shit.” He admired the skilled work.

“Yeah, he’s a modern day Daniel Boone,” J.P. remarked. “What does he have for food and drink?”

“Who?” Dale asked with a limited knowledge of just about everything.

“Never mind Stud.” J.P. grinned. “What did you find over there?

“Well,” Adam replied as he opened the small door. “We have some very nice beverages located in here.”

“Oh, do tell.” Dale whirled his head around, leaving Elizabeth thirsting for another peck on her soft cheek.

“This guy seems to really enjoy his Vodka,” Adam noted as he pressed his left hand firmly against the cabinet door and went to reach in with his right hand.

“Well, share some with the rest of us,” Dale shouted out. “My throat’s thirsty.”

“Let’s all relax and calm down for a minute.” J.P. attempted to smooth out the rough edges. “I really don’t think we need to scour through this guy’s shit. What if he comes back? How would it look for us to be rummaging through his Vodka?”

“Shit man, be a leader, not a follower,” Dale responded with a huff. “I say we drink some and then relax.” His eyes rolled over to Elizabeth, as he prompted another kiss from her lingering lips. Dale loved the way she tasted after her kisses were left fermenting on his salty lips.

J.P. started to walk over to Adam. “Fine then,” he grumbled. “A few sips and then we’re outta here.”

Adam’s fingers tilted the glass bottle, leaning it closer to him. His smaller frame inhibited him from fully grasping the sought after drink. Adam propped himself against the counter, using his tip toes to acquire the delicate balance. “Almost got it.” His tongue touched the corner of his mouth in a giddy anticipation of acquiring the sinful elixir.

J.P. heard a whistling sound graze past his left ear.

Adam felt a stinging, immediate pain coarse throughout his left hand, not instantly understanding what was happening. He turned his head, staring at the small ax embedded in the back of his hand, pinning it to the wooden cabinet door. A heavy stream of cherry colored blood rolled down the back of Adam’s chubby hand.

Adam lost his grip on the Vodka bottle, the glass container spiraled down to the floor, shattering on impact. Adam’s sharp jerking motion knocked around the precious glass carafes in a dizzying fashion. One by one they jumped freely from the cabinet, smashing across the floor below. The liquid snaked its way over the wooden floor creeping closer and closer to the fireplace.

“Oh fuck, fuck, fuck,” Adam screamed, as he tried to jolt free from the devastating attack. “Help me!”

J.P., hurried across the room to assist his friend, but a feeling of dizziness overcame him, shutting off his senses. J.P. staggered, right, then left, before collapsing face first on the floor.

Elizabeth’s pupils enlarged with fear once she saw the wooden ax buried in the back of J.P.’s split, quivering head. She retreated with quick abandon to the farthest corner of the room, cupping her frigid hands over her mouth in horror. The exit was blocked by the man, and Dale remained in a surprisingly frightful state. The feeling in her stomach became unbearable, forcing a wad of vomit to purge through her clasped fingers.

Dale sputtered about J.P.’s fallen body, not fully aware of what was going to happen next. He was mere feet away from the approaching stranger.

The slick woodsman cracked his knuckles using his thumb, one by one on his left hand, and repeated the process across his right hand. With a slow, deliberate pace, the woodsman calmly walked over J.P.’s wriggling, convulsing body. His gangly fingers grabbed the end of the ax and twisted it out, as the deadly blade smoothly sliced through the fresh brain matter, leaving small remnants on the end of the blood soaked blade.

The woodsman instinctively jammed the side of his right hand into Dale’s larynx, incapacitating the youngster from screaming for help. Dale lurched over clutching his shattered throat. Gagging, he was unable to formulate any type of warning. The woodsman looked down at the feeble teenager, with dead, soulless eyes.

“Did you think you could just come into my home and warm your bodies by the fire?” The woodsman asked with an offensive tone.

Dale couldn’t answer the question. He couldn’t even manage a decent breath of air.

“I can’t hear you.” The woodsman pulled his hand up to his ears.

“Let us go!” Adam shouted. He almost pulled the ax out of his hand.

“I’ll be right back for you,” the woodsman threatened Dale.

“Don’t go anywhere.” He drilled the ax into Dale’s right foot, restricting him from escaping.

The fire roared in the fireplace, licking the side of the bricked walls with an immortal frenzy.

“Here,” the woodsman reached for Adam’s left hand. “Let me help you.”

“Go to hell.” Adam’s face grimaced with a noticeable fear.

“Oh, my naive friend,” the woodsman whispered, yanking the ax from Adam’s hand. “You are in hell,” he responded with a deep soulful chortle. The woodsman used a quick flick of his wrist, slamming the hardened wooden handle of the ax into the side of Adam’s head, instantly drawing another stream of blood from the left temple.

Adam staggered about, unable to regain his balance. He started having problems focusing on his sinister attacker. The woodsman’s face became distorted and fuzzy. Adam’s senses started to fail him.

The woodsman grabbed Adam by the nape of his neck and dragged him with a vengeful force over to the fireplace.

Behind the woodsman, J.P.’s body had stopped wriggling like a severed earthworm, succumbing to the incredible blow to his head. Faced with his own problems, Dale managed to withdraw the cumbersome ax from his foot, using a storm of screams, and prepared to attack the unsuspecting woodsman.

“You want hell?” The woodsman coaxed a response out of the feared teenager. 

“Please, no.” Adam begged for his life. His pupils enlarged once he saw the blaze drawing in closer. He had no fight left to offer the sly woodsman.

“Save it.” The woodsman thrust Adam head first in the roaring fire. He then pressed his foot against Adam’s back holding the teenager firmly in place inside the intense blaze.

Adam’s body danced around in a final frenzy, as the fire consumed his entire face, peeling away layer after layer of fresh skin.

The woodsman turned around in time to see Dale limping towards him with the daunting ax.

A wicked smile formed upon the woodsman’s face. 

Elizabeth could offer no assistance for Dale. “You won’t get away with this!” 

“Ah, my sweet lamb,” he responded opening his mouth showcasing several chipped teeth and bloodied gums. “I will.”

Dale started swinging swing the ax with aimless motion.

The woodsman ducked and swerved out of the way of Dale’s attacks. The shady woodsman reached behind him and grabbed a thick log that rested against Adam’s burning body.

“I’m going to tear you limb from limb.” Dale’s face stretched into a contour line of anger and hate.

“Not if I can help it.” The woodsman surveyed the situation.

Dale swung the ax again, catching the woodsman across the side of the left arm. The red and black shirt sliced open, as trickles of blood raced down the woodsman’s arm.

“Next time, aim for the head,” the woodsman snarled as he brought the fiery log high above his head and whaled the weapon against Dale’s face. 

Dale staggered back, trying to counter with some sort of defense. It was no use, the woodsman’s barrage of beatings had started to take their fatal toll.

“I’m going to pound your brains in. And then, when I’m done, I’ll gladly do it all over again.” He instigated another visceral round of beatings.

Dale felt his nose crack open above the bridge, spilling dark red blood across the end of the log. The jarring impact comprised Dale’s grip upon the ax, as he let it drop to the floor with a harmless sound. Another round from the woodsman had also shattered Dale’s orbital socket. An ominous sign that forecasted the eventual demise of the battered young man.

Like a prized fighter clinging onto one last attempt to turn the fight around, Dale raised his arms to prevent another devastating swing. The woodsman’s strength was underestimated by the young teenager. A tall, wiry man, the woodsman had possessed a far more powerful reach once he relied upon his lanky arms. 

“I’ll be right with you Honey,” he cooed to Elizabeth, who tried to scuttle away from her own impending doom. The woodsman laid one more vicious swing upon Dale’s battered face.

Dale felt his skull crack from the continuous pummeling. He wavered back and forth before collapsing to the floor, sprawled out like an expensive animal rug.

“Stop!” Elizabeth cried out.

But the woodsman kept silent.

One swing after another crushed Dale’s head in just a little bit more, until the teenager’s shattered face became saturated in his own pool of blood.

“Now,” the woodsman hinted as he turned around to face the girl. “It’s your turn.” He walked with a seamless stride towards the shrieking girl. His hand still clutching the fiery log with an angry grip.

Liz scrambled about the floor. Her eyes caught the ax just beyond her grasp. If she could only obtain the weapon, then she might stand a chance at stopping this madman.

“It’s no use Dear.” The woodsman raised the log. “Either way, you’re gonna die here today.” He swung the log with a frightful frenzy.

Elizabeth surged ahead, dodging a deadly swipe from her cunning attacker.

Once her fingers graced the rough wooden handle of the ax, her mind became flooded with disturbing images of the woodsman and his previous conquests. Elizabeth possessed a unique gift generating information from simply touching an object left behind a person, or even taking the person’s hand in hers.

A chill separated her train of thought, as her brief glimpse at the woodsman’s tumultuous history was broken by another vicious blow from the slick hunter.

Elizabeth’s face coursed over with a stinging sense of pain. The woodsman had successfully slammed the log into her legs, shattering her kneecap on impact.

“I bet that stings a bit.” He chirped as he reloaded for another swing.

“Go fuck yourself.” She tried to utilize the cumbersome weapon, but her mobility was limited.

The woodsman countered and caught the ax in mid-swing with the center of the log. “Nice try.”

Elizabeth dragged her bruised body across the hardened wood floor, still clutching another weapon in hand. She felt the coolness of the spilt Vodka drench her skin. Along the way, she dragged her damaged leg through Dale’s sticky blood, leaving a trail behind her. “Come on, come on.” Elizabeth urged herself to escape from this madman.

“Any last words?” The woodsman asked her, as he stepped over Dale’s dead body and walked through the collecting pool of blood and Vodka.

“Just one.” Elizabeth turned around to face him.

“And what’s that?” He mocked her.

“I bet this stings a bit,” she snapped back with a fiery tone, driving the iron poker directly in his groin.

The woodsman growled in pain, as he dropped the log to the floor in an instinctive reaction, and reached for his bleeding groin.

Elizabeth saw her chance and lurched ahead for the log. The woodsman almost culled the poker from his inner thigh. His attention was diverted from the girl making the daring move.

“That’s better,” he said, finishing the painful exercise.

“I hope you burn,” Elizabeth responded, determined to permanently ending the woodsman’s life.

The woodsman’s pupils widened once he saw the burning log heading his way.

Elizabeth caught enough of the woodsman to send her brutal attacker sprawling backwards and on the floor. “I hope you die.” She bit her lip with a hard gnash as she chucked the log, igniting the Vodka that soaked the wooden floor.

The woodsman writhed about in a dismal haze, trying to reconnect himself with his surroundings. The flame started to encircle his body, until the entire cabin caught ablaze.

Elizabeth, limped her way out of the cabin, stumbling down the porch, landing on the winter soil with an eventual crash.

The entire cabin roared from within, as the fire engulfed the contents inside, blowing out the glass windows, purging billows of grey smoke outside, trailing off through to the wilderness.

III.

Truth
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THE HARD LANDING CAUGHT Elizabeth by surprise. Her cold hands, left scratched and stripped of skin from the fall. Humbled, Liz found the inner strength to continue the trek to Black Rock, although the pain from her shattered kneecap, started compromising her daring escape.

A hard kick knocked the wooden door completely from its frame, sending the object flying through the air.

Out of the fiery confines stepped the seemingly indestructible woodsman. In one singed hand, he firmed up the handle of the ax, letting it dangle against the side of his bloodied leg.

His shredded pants were black from the fire, leaving dangling pieces of fabric slapping against his charred ankles. The woodsman’s boots were ripping apart at their seams, leaving some areas of his feet exposed to the fiery elements. On the other foot, particles of the boot burned to his skin from the intense heat. 

Elizabeth’s head start was a generous one at best. The injuries quickly limited her travel through the treacherous, winding forest.

Without J.P., Dale, or even Adam by her side, Elizabeth felt lost and misguided out in the chilled wilderness. It was a foreign landscape for her to travel alone.

Step by step, the woodsman gained ground on the fleeing girl. He knew she wouldn’t get far for several reasons.

One reason was, he successfully shattered her kneecap, wounding his prey. And, the second reason? Nobody ever escaped from the woodsman. Ever.

The woodsman used his expertise as a hunter/trapper disguising traps for ensnaring wild animals. It was only until recently that he conjured up a plan to entrap and kill humans for his own sick enjoyment. The woodsman’s keen intellect never left him at a disadvantage, always three steps ahead of his prey.

It would only be matter of time before the girl would fall victim to one of his many traps. And then, he would have her right where he wanted her.

A scattering of noises jolted Elizabeth’s psyche. Already on the edge, she was beginning to allow the eerie surroundings consume her. She really didn’t have any concrete information on how far this town of Black Rock was from the fire drenched cabin. And in the back of her mind, the forthcoming thought of the woodsman surviving the fire snapped her spine with a deadly strum of fear.

“You can’t hide from me!” His voice tore through the wintry sky scattering a series of loitering black crows about the bare tree tops.

Elizabeth turned her head around attempting to locate the woodsman’s harsh voice, but to no avail. Elizabeth slid her head back around and instantly found herself entangled in one of the woodsman’s ingenious traps.

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” Elizabeth muttered, her body swayed back and forth in mid-air ensnared in the well-designed roped net. Her eyes focused on the incoming trees as they changed their positions based on her momentum. The naked branches poked at her body as the net slowly reduced its speed and soon came to a minimal swing. 

Elizabeth again started feeling the burn in the pit of her stomach, forcing teary eyes to scan the forest for any sign of the woodsman. Unable to move, she felt a warm breath tease the back of her left ear. 

“Ah, my sweet Lamb,” he whispered to ear. “I have you right where I want you.”

Elizabeth felt her stomach churn with a grotesque combination of stomach acid and disgust. A burning sensation raced up her throat and splattered across the ground below, dripping from the net.

“Now, that’s not a proper introduction,” the woodsman said as he walked around his swaying prey, dragging the ax behind him.

Elizabeth’s once beautiful face had become splattered with blood, sweat, dirt, vomit, and scratches from running through the winding wilderness. She lifted her head up and faced her maker.

“I know who you are.”

“Do you now?” He asked with a curious nature.

“Yeah.” She struggled to escape the trap.

“Don’t fight it, Lamb,” he reached for her with his grimy fingers that were covered in black from the fire.

She jerked her body away from his daring touch. His fingernails were cracked and in some instances just barely clinging on his fingertips. “You truly are a spectacle for the eyes.” Elizabeth observed the woodsman’s begrimed appearance.

“Why thank you,” he answered back with a soft tone.

“It wasn’t a compliment,” she sternly responded. Elizabeth impatiently waited for the woodsman to kill her, and end the misery that had overtaken her body.

“So, tell me,” he said while he gripped the ax with a tighten clamp of his hand. “What do you exactly know about me? I mean, I’m not a very sociable person.”

“Obviously.”

“Enough with the wisecracks.” He shook the ax in front of her. “Otherwise, you lose that precious tongue of yours.”

“Okay, calm down.” Elizabeth stepped off her sarcasm a bit.

“I was just being sociable.” He continued to circle the trap with a feverish pace.

An uncomfortable silence had befallen them. The woodsman seemingly stared off into the distance, as if he was waiting for something.

“It’s coming for me isn’t it?” Elizabeth asked.

“What is?” He snapped back to attention.

“That thing that roams about in the caves.”

“What thing?”

“Do you play stupid on purpose?” Elizabeth became agitated. “I mean Christ, you set up all these traps and lure unsuspecting victims into your cabin, and you have no idea what the fuck I’m talking about?”

“I’ll kill you myself.” The woodsman raised the ax, ready to strike.

“No you won’t.” Elizabeth stared into his lost eyes. “That thing will come for me and your deed will be done.”

“The woodsman lowered his ax.

“Your name is Lucius Christopher.” Elizabeth started the conversation.

“How do you know me?” He asked with a bewildered stare.

“When I touched your ax back at the cabin, I saw your history. What you’ve done, and more importantly I caught a glimpse of that thing that lives in the caves.”

“I,” he stammered for words. For once in a long time, the mighty woodsman was brought into a mindless daze, unable to even orchestrate a meager sentence.

“You have a close bond to your mother, don’t you?” Elizabeth fished for information, anything that would keep her alive just a bit longer.

“Stop it!” He lashed out, raising the ax once more.

“You were in the caves when that thing came to you. And, you haven’t been the same since. I can feel it’s presence throughout your tainted soul.” Elizabeth observed the woodsman’s dire straits.

“It tells me to kill. It feeds upon the souls of others. The more it feeds, the stronger we both get.” Lucius widened his eyes. “I was never like this. I had a simple life. Wife. A kid. My cabin here in the woods. I never bothered a sole. We hunted. We were trappers. We did what he could to survive.”

“Deep down you have a good heart,” Elizabeth replied with a sincere tone. “But, as long as that thing controls you, you will never break free.”

“Then one morning,” Lucius continued as if Elizabeth wasn’t even there. “That entity came and killed my wife and son while they slept in the cabin. I went after it and tracked it to the caves inside these very mountains.” He struck the ax at the tree in a fit of rage, showering fresh bark everywhere. “I had that entity dead to rights, until it turned around and stared at me with those fucking eyes. I could still see my wife’s skin dangling in its mouth. I was hot under the collar, my temper soared. I was prepared to kill it when it lunged at me and started to feast on me.” Lucius rolled up his ragged sleeve.

“Well, you managed to survive.” Elizabeth looked at the deep scars that ran the entire course of the woodsman’s arms.

“Once that thing opened its grisly mouth, it lashed out and grabbed my arms and pulled me deeper into the cavern.”

“How did you escape?”

“I had a smaller hatchet with me, and I started to slice away at the monster’s deadly grip. After a few minutes it released me, but came back again and started to attack me again.” Lucius looked into the caves. “Its coming.”

“So, let me go,” Elizabeth said with a faint pulse of hope.

“I can’t. I made a deal for my life down there in the caves. The only reason I’m alive is to serve this entity and bring it fresh souls every full moon.”

“You killed my friends, isn’t that enough?” Elizabeth started to feel sick to her stomach.

“They burned in the fire, so you’re the only one left to offer it.” The woodsman took a deep breath in.

“But, you trapped me. You succeeded. And, my knee’s shattered so how far I’m a going to get?” Elizabeth asked, writhing about inside the trap.

Lucius used a seamless flick of his wrist and sliced through the rope, watching as Elizabeth dropped to the ground entangled in a mangled heap of rope.

She looked up the woodsman’s eyes, catching a glimmer of remorse treading somewhere in those hard, blackened eyes of his.

The woodsman slipped back into the cover of the wilderness, leaving Elizabeth to face the entity on her own.

IV.

Mac the barber

Six Months Later

––––––––
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MAC LOWELL CHOMPED down on the splintered toothpick as he
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