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Sarah is a college student with a supernatural gift.  She shares her interests in the paranormal with longtime friends that have dedicated their futures, including their college educations, to suit one day forming a business of paranormal investigation.  

Sarah can see things others can’t and has yet to discover the true extent of her gifts.  Sarah had spent many years hiding from and denying many of her gifts because she feared and misunderstood her abilities for far too long.  

Kaleb...is a young man with secrets of his own.  He is a descendant of a long hidden mythological creature with a duty.  When Sarah’s group travels into his territory in search of the truth behind another urban myth, fate brings the two together.  Then it becomes their combined duty to save her friends.

With the help of her traditional Native American grandmother, a paranormally skilled childhood friend of her grandmothers, and the support of Kaleb she begins to grow comfortable in her gifts.  But will it be in time to save her friends?  

What other past wrongs will need to be righted before life can return to normal?  Just how deep does this go?  How many individual elements have combined all impacting that one night?  Will this be something Sarah and Kaleb can fix...if at all?
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About Out of the Woods
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Have you ever wondered what happens to the characters...After?  That is the purpose of this follow-up novella.  It explains the direction life has gone for all involved, but most importantly...what happened to Sarah and Kaleb?

Sarah has expanded her abilities: learning much about herself, the positive things she can do with her gift, and is looking only towards the future.  Kaleb’s life has changed in many ways, and he is forging ahead into a future he never knew possible.  

They join together in an entirely new adventure where the reality is far more frightening than the paranormal Sarah must face to come to a resolution.  With Kaleb at her side, as many others who have joined her along the way, the horrific beginning to this case and gruesome challenges in between, lead everyone to a future that even Sarah never saw coming.
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Travis chuckles as Aaron and Jared follow him into our apartment carrying bags of fast food for our late-night group meeting.  I have two roommates, Jennifer and Maya, who live with me off campus.  The boys have an apartment in the same complex as us girls, so we remained inseparable still today.

We have been the inseparable bunch since elementary school.  We were an ‘exclusive’ group of six misfits, but we didn’t care or mind.  For the most part, we were left alone...until middle school.

We had always been curious about the paranormal, supernatural, and even devoted our college studies all these years later to possible careers as paranormal investigators.  All things spooky are fun when you’re young.  By middle school and later in high school, apparently believing in anything that you couldn’t see, or touch made you a ‘freak’.  

As soon as the veil was lifted, exposing the truth of all we found wonder in as children, that was when magic disappeared.  Whether it was the money sharing Tooth Fairy or the chocolate molded candies made in the image of the Easter Bunny, the whimsical that had once taught us the power of belief, disappeared with Santa the last Christmas he visited.

That only helped fuel our curiosities.  Gave us something to focus on and look ahead to the future ignoring the ruthless ignorant babble haunting us in the halls daily for years.  

My friend’s interests piqued once I told them I believed I was a ‘sensitive’ when we finally reached middle school, and I was no longer afraid of what I knew I could do.  Well...not afraid of what I was aware I could do.  That didn’t mean I held no fear at all.

I could sense or sometimes feel things around me, or if I went to a specific place.  I have many abilities, but I refused to confess more for my own fears of what I still grappled to understand about myself and to avoid the ridicule of others.

I knew my fears were warranted once the word of what I had thought was a private conversation; my confessional to my dearest friends spread across school as juicy gossip to further segregate us from our peers.  

Oh...people were merciless.  I was referred to as ‘ghost girl’ for far too long and missed the days of just being ignored by the student body.  The whispers behind my back were far less painful than what was spat in my face from the few who dared to speak to me.

I was teased and accused of being like the boy from the movie The Sixth Sense.  I was taunted by many whom I even knew from elementary school.  Once kind acquaintances now bore the masks of hateful ‘witch hunters’.  The others, strangers to me until then, avoided me only to turn whispering and pointing as I passed them in the halls.

Truth was I could identify with that young boy in the movie.  I had many nightly visitors.  Spectral beings my parents used to tell me were just dreams, sought me out for help.  I remember pulling my blankets over my head just telling them to go.  

“Please go...I am sorry, but I cannot help you.  Time for you to find another.”  I would whisper in the dark.

I feared that part of my gift because I had learned through research of my own what doors that could open.  I didn’t know how to ward off those with ill intent or evil spirits, so I repelled ALL the best I could.  

I could never avoid my feelings or what I was shown when I went places.  That was something I could not ignore or shoo off trying to avoid my gift altogether.  The good and the bad; I saw it all as they would display their memories as a slide show or old film reels fed through a projector for only my mind’s eye.

I always repeated my bedtime message in my head to keep the ghosts at bay day or night.  It was my safety net or shield protecting me from what I could not understand and feared too greatly to explore, yet my mind remained aware to it all.  

I had been able to turn away most of those seeking the light of my beacon from the spiritual plain with my chant.  Years later, I learned how to ignore what was so unpleasant to me, so I could at least sleep at night.  

However, my friends became increasingly curious about my gift and pressed as much as I would allow exploring my talents.  I never told them everything I saw, just enough to satisfy them for the time being.  Maya and Jennifer offered to help me learn about my gift through research, but backed off when I told them I wasn’t ready yet.

This paranormal group, we started in middle school after I divulged my deepest darkest secret, baring my soul to those I held dearest to me.  My parents never believed me, so I sought strength from my all too eager to believe friends.  They would research and try to help as I allowed.  I was scared to open my mind too far for obvious reasons.  I preferred the control as if it had a switch to turn on and off.

It had all begun innocently with simple things.  Taking me to cemeteries in the day where we never found much, until we were old enough to sneak out and explore at night.  Later, the thirst for the unnatural amounted to entering vacant homes or accessing areas in the woods the general public was kept from.  

My friends were fascinated when I could stand before a grave marker in one of the many unkempt and nearly forgotten pioneer cemeteries, and I could tell them the person’s story.  Through later research they had compiled proved much of what I said.  If that information had been recorded at all, depended on the story I was told, or details provided.  

Little did my friends know that I was relaying the story as it was being told to me by the owner of that plot.

I would tell the ghosts in my mind (telepathically or whatever) that we meant no harm and I was not skilled enough to offer help, but still they shared their stories.  Maybe just happy someone was there to finally hear their voices.  Oh...there were so many voices.

There was one house we passed all the time on our way to school.  It had been vacant for years, left to crumble by the city when the owner had passed, and her family never cared to keep the property.  Every time we passed by, I would see the lonely widow offering me a sad smile from the broken and half-boarded upstairs window.  

I would offer her a solemn nod attempting to avoid the notice of my friends.  It seemed as she knew I could not only see her, but I could feel her sadness too.  

I am not sure if she understood she was deceased, but she did know her house was falling down around her.  Her sadness only grew with time, not understanding why no one cared how she was unable to fix her own situation.

One day, freshman year of high school, we walked past the property and there were big pieces of machinery knocking down what remained of the home and removing it bit by bit.

I could hear her desperate cries as each brick or broken scrap of wood was piled into a dumpster in the unpaved driveway.  “My husband built this with his own hands for his family.  How could you?”  The widow would sob into her hands as she was forced to watch the machines and workers filling that dumpster.

She stood in the middle of what was left of the ground floor as they worked around her unfazed.  Her wails unheard by all but me.  Even seeing her angered and purposely trying to pass through people just to go unnoticed.  Workers oblivious to all but the task at hand.

The final day of demolition, on our way home, I stopped in front of the house feeling her nearby.  Hiding and despondent, as the last remaining bits of the life she knew were pulled from the driveway as the sanitation company retrieved their dumpster.

I told my friends to head home; I just wanted to stay for a minute to offer a prayer for the sad woman who I felt here always.  Travis eyed me curiously and decided to stay.  The others stayed as well, curious to see what I had planned.

I called to the widow in my mind as I could hear her sobs.  “Hello!  I’m sorry to bother you ma’am.”  Finally, she came out appearing mere feet away from me.  I kept my face stoic and unmoving as I had an internal conversation with this poor woman, stranded soul.

“May I ask your name?”  I asked the widow, as she never flinched when I spoke or cared to wipe her tears.

“I am Mrs. Phillip Anderson.  And who are you, dear child?”  She sniffled as she appeared to try to smile.  She squared her shoulders proudly when she told me her name.

“I am Sarah ma’am.  I live just a few blocks away.  I am very sorry about what they have done to your home.”  

She met my gaze offering a nod.  “I am dead aren’t I, child?”

I release a heavy sigh.  “Yes ma’am.”  I felt a tear fall down my cheek as we continued our private conversation in my mind.

“Well...”  She motions her hands out across the now empty lot.  “There must have been no one to take what my Phillip left for us.”  She turns to me, placing her hand to her chin questioning.  “I do not suppose you know what will happen to this land?”

I smile trying to not catch too much attention from my friends, as I knew they were watching me.  “I saw in the newspaper that this will be a park.  Your lot was larger than many left in town, so they have space for a playground, walking paths, and benches to sit.”  I envisioned the sketches from the article hoping she could see them as well.

The widow Anderson places her hands over her heart with a smile forming behind the cascade of tears.  “Oh!  Phillip would have loved that.  He adored children and having space to just sit, contemplating life or appreciating its beauty, inviting neighbors to gather.  Oh, how wonderful.”  She giggled to herself looking away briefly.

I didn’t want to pry but I had to ask her.  “Have you been waiting all this time for your husband?  I apologize if that is rude to ask; I don’t mean to be nosey ma’am.”

She smiles, looking across the vacant lot as she was trying to envision the park herself.  She turns to face me folding her hands in front of her.  “Never be too afraid to be curious, child.  That is how we gain wisdom.  Your conscience will not allow you to stray into danger.”

She releases such a burdened sigh.  “I guess it just took me this long to realize my dear.  I understand now and am comfortable with life moving forward.  Knowing my Phillip’s labor of love will now serve as a sanctuary for so many others.”  

She looks into my eyes almost expectantly.  “I believe I am ready to go find my husband.”

I look at her disheartened.  “I am sorry Mrs. Anderson, but I don’t know how to do that.”

She smiles at me.  “Do what, dear child?”

“To help you pass on, to show you where you need to go.”  I reply meekly.  I was, in that moment, disappointed for not allowing myself to learn how to help her.  I was too afraid that would open a gate that I wasn’t prepared to handle, that which lies on the other side.

She steps closer to me, and I feel her cold hand reach lovingly cupping my cheek.  I was not afraid; I felt more like crying.  As if I were saying ‘goodbye’ to my own grandmother.  

“Oh, dear child.”  She smiles gazing into my eyes.  “I have strong faith.  Now that I am ready to accept my current situation, god will guide me.  I will pray until he comes for me.  Let your poor heart rest easy, child.  I am ready.”  She winks towards the sky offering me one last smile.  “Thank you for caring so much Sarah.”

Her hand left my cheek and I feel it returning to normal temperature as she dissipated before my eyes, being drawn in by a stream of light only I could see.  It reminded me of a shimmery rainbow in the sunlight, peeking through the clouds after a storm.

I felt sad, yet comforted.  I wipe a stray tear from my cheek and Maya noticed me, quickly grabbing my hand offering a soothing smile.  I was only able to nod to my friends and suggest we all head home.  

They never questioned me about that day because I had just told them I felt sadness there and that was it.  Travis tried to press at first until Maya snapped at him to leave it be.  He was convinced I had seen something if it had made me cry.  I just brushed him off telling him that the feeling was just that strong and it happened occasionally.  

That seemed to satisfy all of them, and we each walked straight to our homes not far from the Anderson’s former residence.  Still to this day, whenever I walk by that park, I can still feel her.  It’s different now.  Happy...tranquil...not as it had felt all that time ago.  Occasionally, I can sense a male presence with her, so I assume she and Phillip visit from time to time.
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“So, what are the plans for this evening ladies?”  Travis smirks as he passes out the bags of food.  Aaron and Jared set our drinks on the coffee table, making sure to grab the straws from one of the bags handing them out.

“I’m not sure.  Anyone have any interesting finds this week?”  I shrug my shoulders trying my best to refocus on the moment.

Travis unwraps his hamburger smiling.  “I was hoping you would ask.  I’ve been researching that Witch in the Woods myth.”

I choke down some french fries looking to him confusedly as the others began to feast.  “Is that local urban legend?  I thought that was just back east and in the south.”

Aaron shrugs as he sips his drink.  “We have woods all over our state; why wouldn’t we have something like that given our history?”

Maya nods.  “That’s a good point.  Those types of myths can pretty much go anywhere.  Just as the Native American studies classes I’ve been taking.  Each tribe, all over the nation, had their own way of passing on the oral stories or even the characters used.  Yet many of the stories were only recorded by Oregon original tribes; well, what we have access to are significantly similar.  Especially how they related to nature and the universe.”

We nod taking in what Maya explained as we eat.  Maya was a history major...All periods of history.  However, she felt pulled towards the classes that she could learn legends, mythology, and past and current urban legends.  That was her specialty in our group.
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We each had chosen our degree programs in attempts to one day form our own paranormal research group, since that had been our shared interest for so long.  

Initially, we were set to just disprove myths.  Have some fun scaring the crap out of each other, just to go home safe and sound.  Easy enough, right?

Later, moving to Travis wanting to force my abilities as some mad scientist pushing for answers within his subjects of study.  

Rather swiftly that moved to today.  We mess with things we don’t fully understand.  He relies on my instincts, my vibe of the area, and moves from there to decide how he approaches to get the outcome he desires.  

We storm into supposed ‘haunted’ locations, ignorant at times to its complete history, demanding parlor tricks from a literally captive audience that would rather just be left alone.  I say ‘WE’ since we haven’t truly put our foot down with Travis’s antics, making us accomplices.  

Maya gets us many leads and performs the bulk of any research we require.  That is if she can find the facts to separate from the lore.  Though it is Travis that chooses the locations.  Always!  Half the time I think he just set a map on the table, closed his eyes, and pointed to a spot.

Travis is curious to a dangerous fault.  There were several situations he put us in that I nearly ran screaming from, and I can see dead people; not much even startles me anymore.  I’m more terrified by the living at this point in my life!

He’s been known to use provocation no matter our warnings of the potential consequences.  I have seen him choked by hands he could never touch.  Only able to use my telepathy to get the spirit to release him and apologizing for his stupidity and rudeness.  

He has been scratched by infuriated spirits just begging him to ‘shut up’.  I had even seen a man try to shoot him in the back with a revolver he had pulled from his hip, and all Travis did was shiver as the blast of cold hit him.  Clueless to what he is doing.  

“’Tis a dangerous game of Russian roulette we play with that which we cannot see.”  My professor warned me when I asked him after class some general questions about things I have seen Travis do.  Not mentioning his name of course. 

That was my place in our group.  I had found a Psychology program that allowed me a narrow focus on the paranormal side.  My father offered to help pay as long as it was something productive I could one day support myself with.  Maybe helping kids like I was that had bad dreams and what he saw as irrational terrors.

I think my parents were just glad I wasn’t studying witchcraft or performing pagan rituals.  I just told them I was trying to understand the magic in the human brain that makes us believe certain things, so I could understand and help others.

Truth...I guess it was my way of attempting to understand myself and maybe how to better control what I never could before.  I had no desire to channel spirits or to be anything more than what I am or can do now.  

However, just once to be able to slap Travis in the face for one of these poor spirits he taunted, as we were in school.  That’s what he was; a bully to the ghost world.  It was getting to the point beyond simply scary to flat out disturbing.  I know I hated being made to feel as some ‘sideshow freak’; the spirits only ask for the same courtesy.

I hang on with the hope that as long as I am there, they are all safe and the spirits are respected as much as I can control.  I know, the girls and I have even discussed it, Travis will push his luck one day going way too far.  I know we will eventually encounter what I fear the most and I will not be able to stop the evil from harming him.  

I can only pray that I can save the rest.  His choice to tempt the fates is his own fight.  We are not victims in this either...we are accountable as is Travis.  

My concern is the rest of us being swept away in the tornado’s fury.  The evil that exists that can suck you in, stealing your soul for its own bidding.  That which I feared so greatly, I never even learned to defend against.

Now to fund these excursions, Aaron is our business major.  Our group treasurer if you will.  We invest what we can when we can, and this covers travel costs.  

Unfortunately, we are still saving while Aaron researches grant opportunities that could gain us not only cash, but get our foot in the door to get this business going, if it is to happen.

Hopefully, we’ll be able to slowly purchase more efficient technology than what we have at our disposal now.  That is where both Jennifer and Jared come in.  They are our ‘techies’.  

We rely heavily on technology available for our cell phones and laptops.  Occasionally, they can check out filming equipment to document some of our hunts.  One time, Jennifer dated a geology major, and he lent her some equipment for testing energy, radioactivity, and magnetic fields.  

That was for our weekend camping out near the Gold Hill Vortex.  Maya told us that was called ‘forbidden lands’ by the natives in history and still today.  Horses won’t go near the area, and they are way more open than I am.  

All animals are and they stay pretty clear from the area, which signifies something.  Though many have claimed to debunk the myths believed of this historical marvel that many tourists enjoy the novelty of.  

I can’t disprove the mystique of the land.  There is something there.  I don’t feel it is evil necessarily, nor do I feel welcomed.  However, there is something about the energy of that land.  It feels as told to us...forbidden.  Just a place we should know to stay out of and leave be.  

Yet, I know from my studies and life experience, that is not human nature.  Once we are shown the ‘forbidden fruit’, do we not still want a bite if we are hungry?  Or is that if it is forbidden, we then desire it more?
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I look at Travis curiously as I stuff my empty food wrappers into the bag on the table.  “So, what would we be looking for exactly?  Is it like the stories I’ve heard?  Shrieks in the night, mysterious disappearances of lone hikers; I mean, what are we intending to prove or disprove?”

Travis smiles as he scrunches the bags tight in his hand standing to toss them in the garbage bin in the kitchen.  “Well, that’s just it...see if we can catch sounds, voices, maybe stumble upon something.”

Maya folds her arms in front of her seeming irritated.  “If only.”

I raise my brow.  “So, what is my duty in all this?”

Travis comes back to sit in the living room looking at me.  “Just the usual.  See if you can feel anything.  You’ve got names before that we were able to research.”

Maya snorts.  “WE?”

Travis nods smirking.  “Sorry, Maya, but she has gathered useful information for us before.  That’s all I ask.  Jennifer and Jared got some cameras and audio from the school.  We go tonight.  We’ll have the weekend to analyze and see what we come up with.”

I let out a deep sigh as I roll my eyes.  “You know, Travis, there are tons of other things we can do when we’re bored.  Why waste an entire weekend when we don’t even know if this legend applies to this region?”

He shrugs his shoulders looking at each of us.  “Why not?”

Jennifer scoffs.  “You really that desperate that you’re even making up stuff for us to do?  Sarah’s right.  We have no research here, we’d be going in totally blind and lucky if we do stumble across something.  Hopefully, it won’t be rabid or big enough to eat us.”

“I’m getting a bit tired of having to stir up dramatic situations that one day we may not be able to get out of.”  I lean back on the couch, folding my legs on the cushion beneath me, biting at my thumbnail agitated.

“See...”  Travis points at me.  “If we could only see what you do or feel it, we’d have all the evidence we need.  Obviously, that is not possible, so we search.”

“I’m not always right, Travis.  This isn’t an exact science you know.  I can only go with my intuition.  I am not a trained medium, I’m a self-taught ‘sensitive’.  I can be tricked easily.  Then what?  I still have so much to learn before I would put any of you in jeopardy.”  I eye him waiting for Travis to voice an argument.

He looks to me thoughtfully.  “I understand and respect that.  I don’t intend to put any of us in danger ever.  I hope you don’t believe I am attempting to exploit your gifts either.  But I can’t fight this pull...the curiosity that something out there exists, that we’re missing, because we’re oblivious.”

I had to laugh.  “What are we missing from the spirits?  You going to locate D.B. Cooper’s gold, or maybe find the porthole to another dimension where they throw huge parties and eat cake all day?  Unicorns that fart glitter?  You have a secret fantasy of an insatiable vampire girlfriend?  What is it that we are missing, Travis?”  I motion my hands out near my shoulders questioningly, my tone mocking and sarcastic as usual.

He flinches, looking away almost embarrassed as I had scolded him in front of the group.  “I guess, I just want to know what all is out there.  That something is here besides us.  Hopefully, finding the reason or need it exists.  Where do we go when our life ends?”  

I motion my hand towards Travis.  “I’m sorry to snap like this, but I am feeling a bit disenchanted by how things have been going for us.  We need to change the way we handle things.  Flying by the seat of our pants and just charging into the night is not something we should take lightly.  It was one thing when we were kids; we were impulsive and fearless.  Today, we all know the danger we face playing games.”

Maya furrows her brow looking at me.  “So, we go back to basics then?  I can deal with that.”

Travis huffs frustrated.  “What does that even mean?  We’ve come so far.”  There was almost a whine to his tone.

I jab my finger in his direction and raise my voice enough, so he knows I’m making my feelings clear once and for all.  “No, Travis, we have one handful of wishes and the other handful of crap, and no one in the paranormal community to take us seriously.  We have to go back to organization, putting thought into where we travel, and have a clearly defined purpose.  We need to allow Maya proper time to research so I know what the hell we’re walking into.”

His eyes go wide as my voice raises again.  “My supposed ‘gift’ was NOT your toy, or it would have been given to you.  But you would never respect it as I do.  I know when to not play with fire.  By putting me into potentially harmful situations whether physical or emotional, you have no respect for me either.  You NEVER purposely harm your friends, Travis.”

He looked almost hurt by my last jab.  His voice was soft, and his tone let me know he felt bad.  “I never realized that’s what I was doing to you.  You’re just so comfortable and strong, I never realized that this was that dangerous for you.  Sarah, I am truly sorry.”

I nod at Travis accepting his apology and glance briefly over at Maya and Jennifer eyeing him suspiciously as we sit together on the couch.  

I even knew he was trying to sucker me into something now.  He’s not the ‘truly sorry’ type of guy, he’s the ‘oops, my bad’ kind of guy only AFTER something terrible happens.

Jared looks up to Jennifer from his seat on the carpet next to the couch.  “So, what do we do with all the equipment?  We can take it back first thing I guess.”  Jennifer nods agreeing as if the discussion was really over.

Travis won’t let this go that easy.  He snaps his fingers looking at each of us with a flash of excitement in his eyes.  “We can go up the mountain past that supposed Bigfoot trap.  You know, before you get to the lake.  People hear all kinds of stuff up that mountain road all the time.”

Aaron looks up.  “I even heard a story that some people saw a UFO while they were up there having a bonfire in a flat clearing towards the top of the mountain.”

I look up quizzically.  “Wasn’t there some story that supposedly some banshee can be heard, screams piercing the night, but upon investigation they found there was a nearby peacock farm that their calls echo through the valley?”

Maya and Jennifer nod, voicing their agreement.  “I remember reading that.”  Maya points at me.  “Their calls can resemble the sound of a woman calling for ‘help’.”

I motion my hand.  “See, debunked and we didn’t even have to pay for gas.  UFO’s...what were they consuming during this bonfire?” 

Travis tilts his head to the side as if he’s lost in thought.  I should say scheming.  “That trap was put up there for a reason, maybe we can catch some animal noises.  Have a quick look around, then come right back home?”

“UFOs, Bigfoot, screaming crones...what are we looking for?  I’m already NOT going!”  I fold my arms huffing as I flop my back hard against the couch.  “We have no clearly defined purpose and the mountain you’re speaking of is a bit of a drive from here.  It will be late when we get there and depending on how long you want to stay, it’ll be even later when we return home.”

Travis looks up as if he’s trying to charm me...not even close to working pal!  “Fine!  We’ll just go for the drive then.  If we see or hear anything, we’ll document it, and turn right back around.  We can’t travel off too far because a lot of that is BLM land.  I promise it will be quick and simple, then you’ll be back cozy in your little bed.”  He sticks his lower lip out in a pout.

I raise my brow at Travis challenging.  “If you think that’s cute or enduring, you picked the wrong girl Trav.  Known you far too long for that to work on me.  I could possibly be persuaded to go for a drive with everyone, but I’m not wandering some mountainside all night so you can get your adrenaline fix.  Do that on your own time.”

He smiles.  “Thank you!”  Travis motions for us all to grab our stuff.  I knew as soon as he turned what he was going to say and how our night was going to go.  He looked at Jared, giving him a wink.  “Let’s grab that equipment...just in case.  We may have to stop to relieve ourselves at some point.  Maybe we can catch something.”

Maya and I look at each other irritated and both rolling our eyes as Travis skips merrily through the apartment door to the car.  “Wonderful!”  We both utter frustrated in unison.

Jared looks at all three of us girls.  “I’ll try to rein him in, ok?”  He pulls something from his pocket, holding it up smiling, as they jingle before our eyes.  “I have the extra set of keys; he can chase us down the mountain.”

I laugh rolling my eyes again.  “You know that still won’t teach him a thing.”

Jared chuckles.  “No, but it’ll make for a good laugh and peaceful evening for us.”

Aaron, Jared, Maya, Jennifer, and I all begin to laugh nodding in agreement.  

Who knows...maybe it will teach Travis a little something.  He could experience what I do...running down a lonely dark road, not having a clue what is surrounding you until it shows itself.  But you know it’s there.  Terrified just what may step out in front of you when it demands to be seen.  Just what is lurking behind all those tall dark trees?

Maybe this will serve to humble him a bit.  He can sure use it.
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Kaleb’s Story
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That Sunday was as any ordinary Sunday.  Our family went to church then out to breakfast, as every Sunday since before I was even born.  

It was a bit of a drive to and from town each week, but we made use of the trip.  This was our sacrifice for the solitude we enjoyed living out of range of everything.  

We went to services and breakfast together as a big family; we would shop and grab supplies before heading home to relax for the rest of our afternoon.  That was our gift for Saturdays filled with chores.

Both my parents, my uncle, and my aunt had busy weeks with work and keeping up the property we managed to keep in the family for a couple centuries, as I had been told.  

I was old enough, now, to help out and had a couple cousins that weren’t far behind me in age that never minded lending me a hand when I asked.  The younger ones always stayed behind while we did outside chores around the property with my uncle and father.  

My aunt was pregnant again but kept working all the way until she went into labor.  My parents only had me, but my uncle was making up for the extra hands we would need to keep things in order around our home.

[image: image]

My grandfather received this large chunk of land from his father, and his father before.  The story was we were one of many of the original settlement families in the area.  

This particular parcel of land stretching from what is now a road and extending far up into the mountainside was not part of the government agreement treaties with the native tribes, but actually owned by a Native American that had been deeded the land upon the death of his boss.  I guess unheard of at the time, according to history I had been taught.  

His boss was now a childless widower and a bit eccentric, but he had hired the Native American man for farm help.  The boss had moved west to leave behind the tragedies and misfortunes that befell the family he had once.  Just packing up and leaving everything behind to venture into an unknown world not caring what he may face on his journey.

The native man grew to be a friend with his boss over time, appeasing his superstitions and, at times, erratic behaviors.  Many thought he was a heartbroken old drunkard, but that native man saw something completely different in the man.

The native man had gone to the elders of his tribe to ask to help this poor old man out and the tribe gladly helped.  The original landowner believed the land was cursed and maybe himself as well, considering the loss of his family.  

The tribe came one day to bless the property and try to council the man to ease his spirit; relieve his heart of the grief he had endured only to have it follow.  

One of the elders sensed a spirit following the man.  He told the boss it was not a kind spirit and asked to perform a ceremony to release the man from its attachment.  The boss expressed much gratitude and quickly embraced their offer of help.  Even weeping as he kissed the hand of the kindly elder who comforted him.

The next full moon, the tribe elders gathered at the edge of the woods just beyond the original house that sat on the property.  The details of the ceremony were withheld when the history was passed on.  However, the result was they had banished this spirit woman to the woods and soon began hearing screams from the forest as if she were angered.  

That concerned the elders as they had no idea what they just released from this man, only to bind her to this mountainside.  The Chief of the tribe with their shaman sensing something was wrong came to the aid of the elders.  

“It appears we have just made this land ‘forbidden’.”  The Chief spoke to his elders and shaman.  “We must assign a guardian of these woods to keep this spirit under control and protect all those o pass.”

That was when the native man looked at his desperate boss sensing his fear.  He held a great respect for his boss and called him friend as well.  The boss had been so kind, even generous to the native man and his family.  This was not just about pay, but the showing of such respect for his tribe and their beliefs. 

The native man releases a heavy breath and steps forward offering himself to the Chief.  “I will be the guardian of these woods.  I will protect my friend, our tribe, and any that may pass through these lands.”

The Chief grunted, deeply considering the man’s words.  “You have a family...young ones to teach.  What will become of your family?”

The native man addressed his Chief, the shaman, and the elders.  “Since it was I that requested the help unknowing what we would unleash upon this earth, it will be my family’s duty from this day forth to provide protection.  I offer this so my friend can finally live in peace.”

After much discussion, the Chief agreed to the man’s offer.  His family was brought to live on the farm and the shaman performed a ritual, giving them the gift to shapeshift into their ‘guardian shape’, but they would remain in their human forms when other humans would be near.  

Unless they were on duty, they would retain their guardian body and keep others out of the forbidden parts of this forest by any means.  

Their guardian form was a strong, large beast easily assumed an alpha predator in the forest and respected by the animals of the woods.  Resembling stories of an ancient race of large humanoid creatures said to have once inhabited the land centuries before the white man set foot in the west.

This form was to protect against the shrieking witch, the banshee banished to these woods.  The guardian was to serve to keep her in the woods and eventually starve her from stealing or feeding on more souls.  The shaman placed protection around the guardians that kept them safe from the witch spirit.

However, that was not quite how it worked.  Her will was too strong and ancient, they had been unable to starve her out, though she remained in her confines of the forest.  Her screams cutting through the darkness of night were her alert that she was on the hunt.  Then the guardian would go on patrol.

Over time, the witch spirit had become more cunning and made her presence known to all who entered those woods never to leave again.  The guardian was on duty more and more as the witch spirit had become unpredictable as before.  

The shaman called out one last time to provide protection over the animals of the forest, believing she may have been sustaining herself on their souls since their tribe knew not to hunt those lands.  

The settlers had no clue, so the shaman placed a band of protection around the land to drive the animals away in hopes no hunter would travel to the land again either.

Just as the one said to surround the tourist attraction called ‘the Oregon vortex’, no animal will enter the area because of the invisible barrier warning them evil lies ahead.  It is unfortunate humans don’t possess the same intuitive gifts.

My great-great-grandfather sought to purchase the land when our family came.  The Native American man that took over the farm after the old man’s passing tried with all he had to talk my great-great-grandfather out of desiring the land since he felt bound by his duties, his very promise to his former employer and tribe.

As a final deterrent, the native man went to seek council from the elders.  Since the native tribes were beginning to be forced from their homes, packed together and sent to live with what the government allowed them to keep.  The elders felt it might be time for the duty to change hands as well.

They weren’t abandoning their lands but taking preventative measures should they be forced to leave as well.

My great-great-grandfather had appeared on the native man’s doorstep once more to beg him for the land he felt somehow drawn to.  The native man had hoped that pull was the enjoyment of the bounty and beauty the land offered.  

However, he knew in his heart that it had to do with the witch spirit.  His tribe elders feared she was so ancient and strong she could possibly call beyond their imposed borders.

He agreed that he would sell the land to my great-great-grandfather if his tribe approved.  The man said this was land entrusted to him by his former employer, his friend, and blessed by the tribe.  They would have final say in whether the sale should take place or not.

The native man was surprised when my great-great-grandfather agreed, shaking his hand very excitedly.  “I can respect that.  I prefer to keep my promises too.  A man is only as good as his word.  I will abide by the word of your tribe.  I understand many are not making it easy for you to keep anything sacred.  I am not the type to press so if your tribe does not agree, I can pick another spot.  I pose no threat and mean no ill will.”

The native man took my great-great-grandfather to his Chief.  The Chief heard my great-great-grandfather out on his very generous monetary offer for the land.  The Chief thought long and hard about his offer then posed him one question.

“If we agree to your terms, are you also willing to provide the protection the land requires against forces you are not yet aware of?”

My great-great-grandfather looked a bit confused when he had responded to the Chief’s question.  “Of course.  I plan that land to be in my family for generations to come.  What will be required or what will I need to protect my land?  What forces do you speak of?”

The Chief smiled appreciating his word the land would be protected now and for generations to come.  The Chief trusted the words of NO white man, yet he felt truth and respect from this spirit before him.  Although, he was still unsure if my ancestor was prepared for what came with the land.  So, he spoke posing another question.

“There are strong spiritual forces, we believe to be evil, bound to that mountainside.  It is very important to not hunt or allow others to cross that land.  Are you a spiritual man?”

My great-great-grandfather replied smiling.  “We study our bibles as a family dedicating our lives to our lord, and he provides us what we need, if that is what you are asking?  I know our methods may be different, but we believe in our higher power and do our best to provide for the future generations to come.  I believe those are similar values you hold?”  He stated the last more as a question to the Chief.

The Chief smiles at the native landowner and turns to address my ancestor.  “You are correct.  We believe there are higher powers that guide our lives and provide for us.  We consider the future, our children and grandchildren blessings; they are sacred and our duty to provide them the brightest future.”  

The Chief released a heavyhearted sigh before he continued.  “However, there is much we do not understand about the presence now bound to that land.  We call her ‘witch spirit’.  We believe she feasts on the souls of those who cross her path.  Whoever owns this land, takes on a great burden that will be passed through his lineage.  Is that a burden you are prepared to take...to leave for your descendants?”

My great-great-grandfather thought long before he replied to the Chief.  “I personally don’t believe in witches or magic, or anything the like.  However, I do respect your word since you gave me such courtesy to allow me into your home to warn me.  I believe if you teach me, that I can do as you ask.  I believe your strong guidance will prepare me for what is to come, and I can prepare future generations for the day we can protect them no longer from this earthly plain.”

The Chief and elders were so appreciative of the respect and honesty shown to them that they agreed to sell him the land.  However, they required he spend one month at the property to learn from the native owner what will be expected of him.  After that, the land would be his.  The tribe even countering the price much lower than offered since our family would be taking on great responsibility.

My great-great-grandfather made necessary preparations to live on the land for thirty nights, beginning the next full moon.  The shaman prepared a ceremony for that night and a blessing welcoming our family to the land.  Preparing him for what will be to come.

There was to be another ceremony on the next full moon to signify the land changing hands as well as the burden we now carry on our shoulders.  Guardians of our land.  

[image: image]

My father told me the stories about our land and how we came to own it many times.  He said, one day, it would be me representing him.  My cousins would also inherit the duties from my uncle.

When I became old enough to obtain my driver’s permit, my father took me to the cabin built many decades before to house the guardian on duty.  

It was his and my uncle’s hope that one day all of us cousins could take turns, and that would provide us some semblance of an ordinary existence while keeping that promise made long before we had existed.

I knew one day my father would begin training me, but I still had to wait for the calling...the transformation that would let them know I was ready.  Dad was vague so I had no real idea what any of it meant until that last Sunday we spent together as a family.  

On our drive home, we passed a corner, and the sun was blinding that day.  A truck had accidentally crossed into our lane striking our car.  Thankfully, my uncle’s reflexes saved their car from being involved as they saw this event unfold from behind us.  That still didn’t save us from the horror that befell our family that day.
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I remember waking in the hospital to the sound of whispers around me and machines beeping.  My uncle at my bedside with a tear in his eye as my aunt rushed from the room to check on my cousins in the hall with one of the nurses.

I could clearly hear her sobbing in the hall with the children, though the door had closed behind her.  My uncle’s face was grim and pale.  He appeared to not know what to say and I knew I still had to ask for hope’s sake.

I look into my uncles eyes; my voice croaks as my throat was parched.  “Where are my parents?”  When he looked away, though briefly, I knew...my worst fear answered in his gesture, no words necessary.

I look away, covering my face with my hand as I began to sob like a baby.  He just held my hand offering silent comfort.  What could he say?  What could anyone say?  I was an orphan now...alone.

After releasing my sorrow, which was quickly turning to anger, I turn to my uncle aggressively wiping my cut up face.  “So what now?”

He looks down as he pats the back of my hand.  “We get you healthy and take you home my boy.  Much awaits you now.  Your aunt and I were lucky enough to be appointed your guardians until you are of age.  You will remain with us as you have.  In our shared home as the family we have always been.”

He gulps loudly trying to fight back tears.  “I miss my brother terribly.  I hold great adoration for my sister he provided me and my wife.  I will forever be grateful to have had them even for a brief moment in time.”

He sniffles, looking me in my eyes.  “I understand what it feels like to lose parents.  I am always here for you.  It is my duty to prepare you for the transformation and transfer of duties to you.  Unfortunately, I expect that to come sooner now.  I will guide you through all I can.  At your side always as your father would have done for any of my children.”

I choke back more tears as my breath momentarily stops.  I was able to clear my throat finally and my chest no longer constricted.  “I will always love you for that.  Thank you, Uncle Eli.  Make sure Aunt Cathy knows.”

He nods offering me a drink of water.  I nod appreciatively as I take a sip from the cup he handed me.  “Did the kids see?”  I had to ask.

He nodded looking away again as if it hurt not only to answer those questions...but it must have hurt to just look at me.  I was the mirror image of my father, his only brother.  I was now a painful reminder...great existence to look forward to.
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I was so glad to be released from the hospital after just a week.  I had a couple broken bones, bumps, bruises, and several stitched cuts...yet the doctors still told me I was extremely lucky.  

I guess cause I lived that makes me lucky.  Funny...not feeling that lucky since I’m not leaving with my parents.

I was white-knuckled, holding the door handle of the car the entire ride home.  My Uncle Eli drove so cautiously as if he felt the fear eminating from me.  Then again, watching that probably changed some things within him as well.

I had gone through an emotional rollercoaster during the time I was in the hospital.  I was angry that god spared me, and for what?  So I could look at the pain in the faces of my family as they were forced to look at me everyday.  I was a walking reminder of the most painful thing they ever were forced to watch.

My thoughts go to the cabin dad had shown me that time, as Uncle Eli drives in silence.  As soon as I am ‘transformed’, I can go to the cabin.  That’s what I’ll do.  I love my family, don’t get me wrong, but it’s that love that makes it hard to hurt them just by hanging around.

None us will be able to go on if we have this face staring back everyday to remind them.  The chaplain at the hospital came by to speak with me several times.  She told me it was normal to feel guilt, but I went from guilt straight to self-loathing real fast.

All I can hope is that I have a purpose that god sees, and I mean more than just these ‘duties’ to guard the forest.  I will do EVERYTHING within my power to make my life being spared mean something.  

I want to be able to do more than just fulfill some old promise that never left my lips.  I’ll still do it; I can’t fight it.  But I will do more with it.  

Dammit!  I will mean something better than this one day!  Be more than the walking reminder with the scars I bear inside and out.

The transformation occurred not much later...maybe a few days...not quite a full week later.  The remainder of my injuries healed immediately, so Uncle Eli and I cut my casts off in the garage, removed stitches at the dining table, and immediately began training.  

When I mentioned the cabin numerous times, he had asked I wait until I was at least of age before I left his home.  

I still had to learn to control the shifting and keeping my head as I did it.  He was worried that animal inside would awaken with all my anger and overrule my brain while I was on duty.  I noticed he became as protective of me as his own son.  

I can imagine he felt so alone not being able to split the duties with dad as he had before.  He was scrambling to grasp the control he could over our situation.  Hopefully, I will one day relieve some of that burden so he can return to care for my cousins who needed him so much.

Uncle Eli spent many nights, as the witch had been especially active.  It was as if she could sense that my parents were gone.  A feast she missed.  

Maybe she sensed my conflicted feelings and wanted a taste of that darkness.  Maybe she sensed weakness as Eli struggled in his mind and heart.  A feast she was preparing for.

Either way, I am no prey to her.  I have great power to yield in our fight against her.  Bestowed upon my family by great strong warriors that protected this land even before the witch was bound here.

Once I am of age, I will go to the cabin.  If I can spare one person, even just one life, oppressing and starving her evil.  MY life will mean something.
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It was the spirit witch’s scream that alerted me as I sat reading in my cabin.  I usually could sense her movements long before I heard her.  Tonight felt different and I knew something unexpected would happen.

I had no time to waste worrying about what as I felt the goosebumps grow on my arms, spreading throughout my body.  I began pulling my clothes off, as I knew the transformation was going to happen fast.  

I was glad it wasn’t painful as when I first began training with Uncle Eli.  He taught me to control it so well that I could transform at will, though I preferred to wait until ‘called’ upon by the shriek cutting through the darkness.

I step out of the cabin to the dirt walkway and felt myself changing causing my breath to hitch, willing it to go fast.  

I heard thunderous footsteps through the forest.  I know they didn’t belong to the witch...someone was out there.  I heard the shriek next as I was running in the direction of the noise.  

I could hear a girl screaming...sounded as she was calling for someone.  Off in the distance, I thought I heard more voices, but my focus immediately went back to the girl’s screams coming closer then suddenly they stopped.  

My heart dropped, hoping the witch didn’t take her.

I ran faster toward where I had last heard the girl, finding her unconscious next to a tree.  I turn as I hear voices calling from the distance.  

I knew the witch had to have separated this girl from those folks calling out.  The witch was fully capable of trickery to get what she wanted.  

Uncle Eli warned that the witch had even been rumored to use seduction to lure unsuspecting hunters or hikers.  She could make her ghastly banshee appearance one of whatever would attract a person to her.  She could successfully manifest even able to touch her prey.

The shrill cry echoed through the forest, and I gently picked the girl off the ground, moving back towards my cabin.  I will come back for the others...but I need to move her now.  She was defenseless in her state.  The witch would take her without protest or a chance to fight.

I get back to the cabin, entering and laying the girl on the bed.  Her head was bleeding, but I had to go back for the others.  I covered her crumpled form and ran back out of the cabin door.  I had the sense to grab my clothes, tossing them next to the step for when I came back, hopefully with the others.

I ran back the direction I had just found the girl and heard screaming that didn’t belong to the witch.  I got as close to the sounds as I could but saw nothing.  Was the witch playing mind tricks on me?  That’s not possible.

I thought I heard a car start but no lights or doors slamming before someone drove off.  Yet I never even heard the car go, but I could hear something running.

I walk in the shadows for several minutes.  I hadn’t heard the witch either, so she has been satisfied or her meal of souls got away.

I walked all the way to the edge of the woods meeting Uncle Eli’s yard and saw nothing.  I had heard a car running, but I followed the road hiding behind trees to go unseen.  I saw nothing.

I gave up and returned to the cabin knowing that the girl I found would be safe.  I grab my clothes as I shift back to Kaleb.  I brush the dust off from the heap I had tossed to the ground in a hurry before I enter and notice the girl’s still unconscious.

I cleaned the blood from her face, careful to not hurt or scare her.  No matter the form, she’s going to wake scared, so I know to be cautious.  She had a big bump forming just above her eyebrow that was split causing all the blood.  

Cleaned it wasn’t so bad and I was able to cover it in salve so it wouldn’t become infected.  The salve also reduced scarring and pain so I knew it would help.  

She had such a sweet face and appeared young, maybe just out of school.  She radiated such energy and inner beauty, her face was almost angelic...peaceful...serene.  

I sat watching her curiously, trying to figure out what I was feeling now that she was fixed up and appeared fine.  Instead of her waking to some strange man creepily watching her sleep, I decided to go look around once more.  She was calling to someone.

I know I heard other voices and the witch has been too quiet tonight.  I wonder who was with this unfortunate girl?  At least she is safe.

I may not be highly skilled at what I am doing but I can feel confident that I haven’t been responsible for the witch being fed once on my watch.  Though tonight, I think I just shattered my clean record.

Thankfully, I developed reflexes as Uncle Eli and when I have been called by the witch’s piercing voice, I’ve always been able to scare off wanderers before she could grasp them.

Tonight was different and I can’t figure out why.  I could have called Eli if I had a cell phone as he asked, with me being up the hill.  But I refused.  I was not going to bother him with every little twitch from this trapped ghost with a hatred for all things living.

I am going to become strong and fierce as my father was by submersing myself in this life.  Uncle Eli has done so much for me, he deserves to be with his children.  I know how much they need him.

I get near Eli’s, turning back to the cabin but searching from the other side of the path.  Again, I found nothing.  I can smell people were here, but not one sign of any presence besides that poor girl in my cabin.

I mope back feeling defeated.  I feel terrible for this poor girl.  She’s going to be scared to death when she wakes.  

The sun should be up soon, and Uncle Eli can take her home.  I’ll let her rest for now.  

I hurried to dress before entering the cabin.  I made sure no trace of my shift was present before I entered.  I can imagine the true me would scare her worst of all.  
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In The Woods
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Sarah
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I can’t believe I let Travis talk me into this.  This is by FAR the dumbest thing I have ever done.  

I knew as soon as I told my friends in middle school that I was a ‘sensitive’, they would want to test my skills.  They’d take me to a local cemetery or some spooky house in town to test me.  We did research after to see if my feelings were right.  

That’s what we used to do years ago before this all started.

Not tonight!  Travis wanted to build upon our paranormal investigation skills.  Uncover something larger, grander than before.  Somewhere no one had ever looked.  But...why in the woods, this far up the mountain, and at night?  

At least that was his ridiculous speech that he gave us on the drive up.  

The amateurs we were, relying on cell phone apps and borrowed school equipment to document our ‘evidence’.  More like Scooby Doo and the gang.  We usually got ourselves into more mischief than actually gathering conclusive findings.

Our little group has been curious about all the myths and legends in our little world in Oregon.  Our childhood curiosities leading us into our specific specialties of study in college to now have a well-rounded group of paranormal investigators.

My ‘sensitive’ ability was just an added bonus.  Using my natural abilities to guide us into the areas we were most likely to get some evidence.

What I didn’t tell my friends was I had a few more capabilities.  I’m more than just a ‘sensitive’; I can pick up more than simple residual feelings or emotions.  I can see pictures in my mind embedded in the energy of my surroundings.  Some historical and the less pleasant are the apparitions I occasionally see.  

Those poor souls, trapped, bound to this earthly plain and happen across my path for help I am not skilled enough to offer.

I’ve been that way since I was little.  I had ‘imaginary’ friends that I conversed with a lot as they passed through the property my parents own.  My parents just thought it was normal childhood imagination, but that was far from the truth.

As I got older, I learned I could speak to these beings in my mind.  Most of the time I was telling them to go away but I did speak with some from time to time.  

“Hey, I need to stop for a bathroom break please.”  I call out to my group.

“Geez Sarah...if you hadn’t guzzled that entire thermos of coffee before we got here this wouldn’t be an issue.”  Jennifer snorted.

Jared, Travis, and Aaron stopped on the trail leaning against a tree while we girls tried to figure out my current situation.  

Maya looks at me concerned.  “Would you like us to cover you?”

I smile.  “Thank you so much.  I’m just going to duck behind these trees.  I’ll be fast.  Promise!”

Jennifer hands me some napkins from her pack as I nod a ‘thanks’ before ducking behind the bushes.

Of course, directly behind the bushes was a huge open area and I knew I could be easily seen or heard.  I use my flashlight to navigate across to another set of bushes I could duck behind and handle my business.

I finally found a rock to hide behind and placed my flashlight in my mouth as I messed with my belt and relieved myself.  

When I finished, I gathered myself and pulled the bottle of hand sanitizer from my pocket to clean my hands.  I walked back around the rock and pushed my way through the bushes that I came from.

It was bizarre...the open area between the bushes my friends stood and where I hid was gone.  I began calling out and I heard nothing.  No one called back.  

I headed the direction I thought my friends were and made my way through the bushes.  They were gone and the area looked completely different except for the path we had walked up.

I can’t believe they left me.  TRAVIS!  I am starting to not want to be your friend anymore. 

Or...maybe I got lost.  Not even twenty some feet away, and I lose them.  I began calling out again and still no answer.  Not even a cricket or frog making noise.

Figuring maybe they had gone back to the car; I began walking down the path the way we came in.  I called out for anyone as I walked and was greeted with only silence.

I can’t even remember how far I walked but I never came across our car, not even a set of tire tracks where I thought we had parked.  

Do I dare try to walk back up?

I stood there contemplating for some time.  I had hoped I would hear someone call for me or I for them, but nothing.

That’s when I heard it.  

The bone-chilling shriek into the dark.  I held my breath as it tried to heave as my heart hammered in my chest.

I backed up to the nearest tree I could as I waited and listened.  Then I heard it again.  This time the hair on my neck stood up as the shriek sounded closer.

Suddenly, I heard the leaves and brush crunching not far off to my right...the same direction as the shriek I heard twice.

I couldn’t think straight.  I was here alone and no idea where to go.

The crunching became louder and closer.  My instincts kicked in and I ran back towards where I had last seen my friends.  I began screaming their names, hoping someone would hear.

I thought I heard footfalls in the dirt on the path behind me.  I ducked and dodged through some trees then back to the path hoping I confused whatever was following me.  

That’s when my foot found a hole and I fell, hitting my head on a tree root sticking up from the ground.  I had enough time to see it coming but no chance to brace for it.

I was out cold.
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