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It Walks in the Shadows

The night was dark and cold, the fair skinned girl slid on a patch of frost as she carried in the pail of water. She hadn’t been in the Whinfield house long, but she knew better than to dawdle at any task she was put to. The aching lashes on the back of her thighs throbbed once more as if in reminder of this. The girl, somewhere between 12 and 15 she knew, was a lost child, wandering in the woods and starving for want of shelter and cooked food when she was found. The parson had found her huddled by the roadside, shivering and waiting for death just weeks ago. Her life had never been an easy one, and the death of her parents hadn’t changed that. But the hardships she’d faced since then had shown her a very different side of life. 

A harsh wind blew hard, cutting into her side and making the lantern on the porch flicker and threaten to sink her into darkness. With a yelp, she scurried up the stairs, sloshing water over the edges of the pail as she bounded up the stairs. No matter how bad it was under the watchful and violent eye of her drunken benefactor, it was better than returning to the darkness - and to what waited there. 

The door bounced off the wooden wall, shaking the windows and jerking the just dozing Will Whinfield awake. 

“Thou damned fool,” the drunken man slurred as he leaned forward, holding his head and forcing his eyes to focus on Mary. “What does thee mean by this? Battering my home to bits and making my head pound. 

“I’m sorry, sir,” Mary whimpered, quickly closing the door as silently as she could and holding her head down as she felt the floor shudder under the unsteady approach of her caregiver. 

“Thou art sorry,” he mumbled, stepping right before her in his bare stockings, right into a puddle of frigid water that had sloshed out of the pail. “Almighty Jesus,” he shouted, leaping backward and nearly falling over a rickety chair. 

Mary let out a gasp and covered her mouth, sure if he fell Whinfield would strap her backside until she couldn’t sit for days.

“Doest thee laugh at me?” he roared, misinterpreting her actions. “Spill fresh water on the floor and then laugh like an ungrateful heathen. Devil child! Damn the day thy shadow ever crossed my doorstep!”

Will lurched forward, grabbing little Mary by the front of her dress and yanking her off her feet. With one swift motion he grabbed the leather strap off the wall by the door with his free hand and whacked her across the back. The strap struck her skin just below the shoulders, high above the buttocks where at least she had a little padding and was almost used to the pain. Mary cried out in pain as the leather welted her skin and made her muscles clench. 

“Quiet, you mongrel,” the drunk man said, whacking her again, this time hitting the right mark and offering her at least some break from the shock of the strap’s cruelty. 

Mary slammed her mouth and eyes shut, feeling white hot tears stream down her face as she waited for the next blow. 

Muttering curses that made Mary blush despite her situation, Will Whinfield brought the strap down on her a third time, hitting her right on the kidneys with a blow that made her bladder loosen. A wail of pain and shame burst from her mouth as the pain and warmth spread through her lower half. 

“I told you to -” Whinfield began before seeing the fluid running onto a dry part of the floor. “Thy filthy disgrace,” he shouted, throwing her to the floor. 

“I’m sorry,” she shouted. “Please!”

Her cries for help, for mercy fell on deaf ears as Whinfield watched the urine running from Mary’s soaked hose and spreading around her backside as she cried. His anger retuned full force as Mary continued to sob loudly. He knew the sound would carry easily through the thin walls of his house, especially on such a still night. 

“I told thee to be quiet,” he said, lashing out at her stomach with the strap, flinching at the sound it made striking her corset. “Nothing but trouble thou art!”

Balling his fist tight around the strap, Will swung hard at Mary’s face, the leather striking her with a loud slap that rocked her head to one side and broke the skin on her jawbone. Mary felt the pain fill her mind, cover her entire head in a fiery shame, and knew she had to act. Rolling to her right, she leapt to her feet and trotted through the living room to hide on the other side of the dining room table. 

“Don’t you dare run from me,” Will shouted, staggering a few feet forward until he had to grab the doorframe and let his head stop spinning. “You got no place to go!”

Mary waited on the other side of the table, feeling like a trapped rodent watching its predator inch closer and closer. Will took a lunging step to the right, so Mary darted to the left around the small table, seeing only one option remaining to her if she wished to escape further lashing. She sprinted toward the door, the drunk charging after her. She heard the sound of his wheezing breaths, cut sharply by the whistle of the leather strap as it cut through the air, striking her on her shoulder as she grabbed the latch and yanked the door open. She all but leapt down the stairs, her feet sliding a little as she hit the icy grass. 

“Get back here you heathen child,” Will shouted as he followed her into the wintry night, followed by a loud thump and a hoarse cry of pain. 

Mary didn’t slow at first, making it to the middle of the dooryard before she realized she was no longer being followed. Turning her head, she saw Whinfield laying in the yard, the leather strap in his hand, holding his right side as he struggled to catch his breath. The water on the stairs, she realized, slowing more. It must have frozen over that quickly and sent him sprawling to the ground as he gave chase. 

“Thanks be to God,” she whispered, turning back around and sprinting for the dark of the woods, her heart and mind racing as she was swallowed by the pitch blackness. 

Her stiff shoes made running through the scattered, frozen leaves easy, the patches of thick frost few and far between in the forest, where the canopy of bare limbs and evergreen boughs kept most of the moisture - and the moonlight - at bay. Mary quickly felt herself hopeless once more. It had been weeks since she had been forced to spend a night in the dark woods, but the feeling had not gotten any easier. 

She could feel eyes on her, seeming to leer at her from every direction as she slowed to a creeping, hunched walk, trying hard to make herself as small as possible. Skin crawling as the cold and fear bit into her flesh with razor sharp teeth, Mary began to cry once more. Hot tears leaked from her eyes only to grow frigid and cut into her fair skin as the bitter cold made needled weapons out of her suffering. Darkness pressed in on Mary as she creeped through the woods, branches and brambles tearing at her dress, her skin, her hair relentlessly. It felt as if the entire world were reaching for her, trying to hold her back, pull her down, eat her alive. 

Breath coming in shallow gasps, Mary pushed through a thick wall of thorns to emerge onto a thin path, patches of bright moonlight sifting through the trees ahead of her, illuminating the world enough to give her some direction to go by. She had only gone a few feet along the path when she heard it. The rustling of leaves, a groaning growl that almost sounded like an evil chuckle. The very sound that had plagued her those nights in the woods after her parents died. That had followed her relentlessly until she finally saw the source of the noise, causing her to lose consciousness by the road until the parson plucked her from the cold grass. 

Mary froze as the sound crept to her ears on the foul breeze, seeming to come from all around her as she tried to keep herself calm. The rustling grew louder just ahead of her on the path, something in the woods moving through a broad beam of moonlight, reddish brown fur illuminated for just an instant as she watched. Taking one small step after another, Mary moved forward, hoping she could make her way through the woods on the path, that she would be safe on a well-traveled road. After all, she had been found on a road the last time she was in the woods. But, then again, look what that had done for her. The spots where she had been hit throbbed again in the cold as she struggled to breath normally in the cold night, her thin dress barely enough to protect her from the still air, and doing nothing to stop the breeze from freezing every inch of her body. 

The chuckling growl echoed from the woods again, this time to her right. The thick underbrush rattled again as something very large moved alongside her in the shadows. Mary froze again, one foot raised and ready to step again as the rustling moved away from her. What could be out here with her? She had tried to convince herself for days that there was nothing in the darkness with her, and in the weeks since her rescue she had almost allowed herself to believe the whole terrifying ordeal was all in her head. Now, alone in the woods again, stumbling on this mysterious path and hearing the impossible sounds once more, she felt her sanity slipping away. 

Fingering the silver cross that hung around her neck, the only thing she had left of her mother’s family, the one possession she had been able to take with her from the house fire that had killed her parents, Mary took another step. Shivering violently from a mix of cold and pure terror, Mary did the only thing she could think of to do at this point. She began to pray. 

“Dear Father, who art in heaven,” she began. 

The chuckling growl returned, this time growing to a cackling, throaty roar before tapering off into the faintest of whispers. Mary gripped the cross tighter as the thick undergrowth to the right of the thin path shook once more. Shafts of moonlight shifted as entire trees were moved back and forth by the passage of whatever large beast was lurking in the shadows. As Mary watched, a section of the brush was pushed aside, making room for one large, cloven hoof to push out of the darkness. 

“God,” Mary whispered as the gap in the foliage widened. 

A towering creature, surrounded by shadows and mist that dimmed the bright moonlight emerged from the gap. The figure towered high above the trail, carried by long, goat-like legs that ended in cloven hooves. Mary was astounded as her eyes moved up from the creature’s feet, onto its hairy, muscular abdomen. Broad shoulders topped its chest, leading to long arms and huge, clawed hands. The creature’s head was shrouded in shadows that rolled and shifted, revealing in one moment what appeared to be glowing red eyes, in another a long face, but the shadows did nothing to cover the long, curved horns that rose from the top of the beast’s head and pointed skyward. 

Mary could not keep back the scream that rose in
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