
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Miller’s Ridge

			by

			Will Mullins

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			[image: WCP Logo 7]

			World Castle Publishing, LLC

			Pensacola, Florida

			Copyright © Will Mullins 2023

			Smashwords Edition

			Paperback ISBN: 9781960076885

			eBook ISBN: 9781960076892

			First Edition World Castle Publishing, LLC, June 19, 2023

			http://www.worldcastlepublishing.com

			Smashwords Licensing Notes

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews.

			Cover: Karen Fuller

			Editor: Karen Fuller

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Vanessa worried for the future of her newborn daughter as she made her way through the woods on the outskirts of town, the scents of poplar and fallen leaves failing to provide the comfort they had offered her frequently in the past. The night before had been devoid of restful sleep. In her dreams, she had ridden dark torrents across a Stygian channel in a ship born of bone and seeming chaos. Her visions were never entirely clear, but that she and her daughter were both at risk seemed a forgone conclusion as the branches of lofty and ancient trees towered above her, ominous specters foretelling some unseen danger on the horizon. Vanessa dreaded her emergence from the forest’s shade, foreboding though it may have seemed at the moment. She would meet with the old man upon exiting these woods. 

			Her experiences with him were growing increasingly disturbing. He and his kind wanted something more from her than she was willing to give, more than she could possibly part with. She didn’t know if they had grown in might or merely in audacity. There were rumors of them in the backwoods, whispered words that suggested there might be no limit to their strange powers. Vanessa had heard such stories from childhood, at least when she was among those who shunned the outside world. She maintained a healthy respect for the old man and those like him, but she wouldn’t believe the fancies of the deep woods folk who simply needed superstitious stories with which to occupy their days and nights. She would talk to Jarret, set him straight once and for all, then be on her way back to town. Vanessa had an entirely new life planned for herself and her child, one that would leave far behind the likes of Jarret.

			Vanessa stepped out from beneath the canopy of branches above, emerging beside a back road that led to popular campsites used by those who were trying to get away from their fast-paced lives, the kind of life she intended to begin when she moved out of the Appalachian mountains and into a place in the city. Everything was set. She and her daughter would move and start everything anew within the month. It was all she thought about. 

			Her eyes landed on the old country store across the road. She strolled toward it, so occupied with thoughts of the future that she failed to notice a cloaked figure standing nearby in the woods. The figure observed her, dispassionate in his stance, as she completed her trek to the country store and entered. As she walked inside, three other mysterious figures joined the first, waiting and watching.

			Vanessa strolled casually through the store, nodding at a young cashier who barely acknowledged her presence. He seemed more interested in watching the college football game on the wall-mounted television than paying any attention to potential customers. She supposed she couldn’t blame him since she was the only person potentially falling into that category at the moment, and indeed, she was not there to make a purchase.

			Stepping into the back room, it felt as if she had walked through a web, something gossamer fine stroking her pale skin and long blonde hair. She saw nothing. Perhaps her nerves were unsettled, causing a physiological reaction as she approached the conversation she dreaded. She saw Jarret then, sitting behind a small table in the process of lifting a cup of coffee to his lips. The wall behind him was covered in icons and images that represented a blend of Celtic, Middle Eastern, and Native American ancestry and spiritual beliefs. 

			Jarret was more complicated than his exterior would imply. He was a weathered but tough looking man in his sixties, tall and broad shouldered. He wore a simple flannel shirt and a pair of old glasses. A fine white whisp was all that remained of his hair. He looked at her pleasantly enough as she entered and gestured for her to sit down across from him.

			She did so, wondering suddenly if it had been a mistake to even agree to meet with him after the peculiar conversations he and his kind had lured her into of late. Well, there was nothing she could do about it now. She would allow him to say his peace.

			“Have some coffee, girl.” Jarret greeted her with his gruff voice, producing a guttural utterance that highlighted the rugged sort of man he was. Emerging from anyone else’s mouth, the clipped introduction might have seemed mildly condescending but not nearly so annoying as she found it to be in his case. He pushed a mug across the table in her direction.

			“I didn’t come here for coffee. I came to find out what you want from me.”

			Jarret issued a curt, vaguely disturbing chuckle. He straightened up in his seat. “We’ll get straight to it then. I saved you from prison, girl. You’d be there right now if it weren’t for me.”

			Without missing a beat, she responded, “And what is it you’re wanting?”

			He gave her a look that suggested she already well knew what he wanted, but he proceeded with an explanation all the same. “Did you know your child is a born seer?”

			“What!? What does Laura have to do with this? I’ve told you I don’t want you people around her. I’m not willing to let you turn her into one of your followers like she’s some kind of experiment. She’s a child, not a lab rat.”

			“She will walk lost somewhere between this world and the next. As the years pass, she will wake up to this power within her.” Jarret spoke the words calmly and with complete conviction, so much so that Vanessa was taken aback by them. In that moment, his sincerity frightened her deeply. What if he was right? 

			“My daughter will have nothing to do with you and your kind.”

			Jarret issued an ironic laugh that chilled her deep down within at the very center of her being. He then leaned across the table to look Vanessa directly in the eyes.

			“You can’t stop it. I can’t stop it. She is one of us. Let me protect her before the darker elements lay claim to her.”

			“No. I’m taking my daughter and getting off of this mountain. End of story. I don’t know who is the darker element, you or someone else. I’m not sticking around to find out, and my child isn’t going to be the plaything of your warped beliefs.”

			Vanessa stood and made her way toward the door.

			“Girl, it won’t work. It’s too late for that. I’m your only hope… her only hope.”

			“We’ll see about that, old man.” With that, Vanessa stormed out of the room, through the store beyond, and back outside. She couldn’t believe she had bothered to meet with him. It was time to take the shortcut back to her place, grab her daughter, and leave before any of these lunatics did something to harm her family.

			* * *

			Later that night, in the pitch darkness, Vanessa lay on the cold ground by a small rustic cabin lost somewhere in the midst of the surrounding wilderness. All was silent and seemingly devoid of life. She was dying, blood draining from numerous wounds to her back and chest. A pool of it was forming beneath her, causing her fine hair to adhere to the grass as her brown eyes stared at the night sky. 

			As she took her final breaths, Vanessa heard an unknown woman’s voice in her mind… or was it on the very breeze? The woman spoke as if reading a poem, the theme of which was sobering and dark. Yet, there was an odd hint of hopefulness and life in her voice.

			Why does death never lie about?

			Is it not listless on occasion, 

			disenchanted with its work, 

			disillusioned with the society of the departed? 

			Its stride is insidious constancy. 

			So many pass in this unchanging action,

			yet the journey is always made alone. 

			Would not the blow be softened,

			if we sat in a darkened cinema, 

			comfortable side by side in our chairs, 

			watched the screen fade to black,

			and awakened to the second feature together?

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The path to Cullowdale College forms an exit from the modern world, a journey into the silent knowledge of a forest that was once home to unthinkable, forgotten magic. The people who inhabited the forest long before the arrival of Europeans and Middle Easterners were possessed with a greater awareness of the forest’s mysteries and powers than the daily activities and obsessions of contemporary life allow for. Sometimes, they even interacted with beings born of the old world, but they were always aware of the boundary between the visible spectrum and what lies beyond. Always, they heard the whispering of spirits on the wind. After the daily setting of the sun, they passed through dreams rife with visions of the energetic potential of the good and evil forces inhabiting the ancient terrain.

			Not far away from the college, in the high places, the spirits roam more freely. High on the mountainside, Vanessa had lived a tortured life and given birth to a girl who never really knew her mother or the source of her torment. But her daughter was bound to her mother’s past in ways she had yet to fully understand.

			* * *

			Laura Morris ferried herself along in her vintage four-door sedan, passing through the valley in which her place of employment resided at a casual pace. The pace was casual because the culture of Cullowdale was equally so. The vehicle was vintage because her salary at the small college wouldn’t allow for something new. That said, she enjoyed her work. Tranquility was the order of the day on campus with rare exceptions, and she was in a nearly autonomous role that provided her with ample time to read good books and sip hot beverages while on the proverbial clock. On certain occasions in the past, friends had attempted to recruit her for faster paced positions at universities or in the corporate world. Their pitches were met with a polite refusal. She did enjoy making her way out of Cullowdale from time to time, but why would she want to add stress to her life? 

			She pulled into her unofficial parking space and walked up to the small brick building that was home to her office. She thought of the many friends she had made on campus in just six years since graduating from college herself. Aside from other staff members, she had made friends with many of the students. It wasn’t at all unnatural for a school counselor to do so. In fact, she was expecting a visit from a few of those students that very afternoon.

			Laura settled into the comfortable leather-covered desk chair she had splurged on as a birthday gift for herself a couple of years earlier. It was an extravagant purchase, birthday or no, but she had little else to spend money on and spent about as much time in her office as she did at home in her tiny condominium. As she awaited the arrival of her young friends, she twirled her dirty blonde hair into loops with one finger and slowly typed responses to a few emails with her opposite hand. Laura was full of anxious energy despite her predilection for maintaining a casual pace in life. She constantly engaged in one seemingly nervous or distracted habit or another, from playing with her wispy hair to adjusting the glasses on her face just above her fierce cheekbones and below her warm brown eyes.

			Just as she had nearly twirled her hair into a knot and managed to clear her inbox of any emails of importance, there was a single, chirpy knock at her office door. Without any further formality, the door swung open, and three familiar faces rushed in and planted their accompanying backsides on chairs near her desk.

			All three of her sudden but expected visitors were students at Cullowdale. Karen, Theresa, and Alex were energetic youths that Laura had been privileged to become friends with over the course of the most recent school year.

			Karen and Theresa were both blondes of average stature, somewhat differentiated in appearance by the strawberry highlights visible in Karen’s mane of curly hair. Laura never was quite sure whether the tone of Karen’s hair was natural or artificial, and she chose not to ask for discretion’s sake... just as she chose not to inquire as to whether or not Theresa might spend a considerable amount of time in a tanning bed.

			The two could further be distinguished by Karen’s relatively formal manner of dressing for a college student. She was rarely seen without either a smartly matched polo and khakis or a nice dress, accompanied in either case by neat loafers or dress shoes. Theresa was more of a jeans and tee shirt kind of gal, frequently given to plodding about in well-worn sandals.

			 Alex leaned back in a chair between the two girls, stretching out his lanky form in the casual fashion of a college boy who believed himself well in control of the world around him. He wasn’t cocky or extraordinarily self-confident, merely comfortable with his surroundings. He was a reed in the wind of sorts, skinny, floppy, and long-haired. He wore jeans and a golf shirt along with tennis shoes as if donning the official uniform of the male Cullowdale student body. Typically, it was too cold for shorts and too informal, even for khaki pants. At that moment, it was summer, but Alex stuck with the jeans.

			The three of them had booked this time with Laura to plead with her to join them on a summer research trip to the mountains. Laura had rejected the offer initially due to both her uncertainty about how her superiors at the college might view her participation in the trip and her ambivalent feelings about spending time in the minimally populated mountain communities. She had been born on the side of a nearby mountain, and she had spent little time there since, just a few

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Image1438.jpg
v ¥
)
4

NS

PR
¥

«+WILL MULLINS; ..






OEBPS/image/1.png
A Horror Storgr' \

" «WILL MULLINS: .. *






OEBPS/image/Image1458.jpg





OEBPS/image/Image1447.jpg
A Horror Story

MILLER'S
RIDGE

WiLL MULLINS





