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  “We make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars; as if we were villains by necessity; fools by heavenly compulsion.” 

— William Shakespeare (King Lear, Act 1, Scene 2)
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  Preface


This novel explores themes that may be difficult for some readers. The issues tackled within this story range from depression, and alcoholism, to suicide and child abandonment. There are also brief glimpses of self-harm. I strove to handle these sensitive issues with as much care and respect as possible, however, I know that these scenes may be triggering for some. 








  
  one
The Black Road

-below-


She was thirty years old on the day she took her life. There was no easy way to explain why such a tragedy had taken place—Madeline Adele was a bright and stunning young woman, after all, with a life of endless possibility ahead. Much was said about her suicide, lost as it was in a swirl of unanswered questions, but little was truly known of those difficult times. Her life ended, and what followed would reach far beyond the simple confines of the woman she once was. 
In the seconds that followed the final beating of her heart, she awoke to find herself in a place she had only read about in stories. Hell was not the abyss of fire and brimstone she imagined as a young girl. It was a place that defied the power of even the most gifted poet. Darkness was the first to welcome her when she died: a darkness that seemed at times to steal her every thought. She could not imagine where she was, and she barely knew the circumstance that brought her here, for her mind was a shattered mess of glass, and finding answers was as hopeless as finding shadows in the dark.
 “I’m dead.” she said aloud, her voice broken by a tremble. This place, this expanse of utter blackness, could not be the blissful paradise at the end of life... it was nothing more than fear, and every second burned that truth into her soul.
“You are dead.” a voice answered her. It was cold, emanating like a whisper on the wind.
“But how?” She knew the answer—or at least she thought she did. The memory of her life was broken, the pieces of it jumbled in her mind like a puzzle turned upside down. She could not find the answer to her own question, for she was as lost within her head as her eyes were lost in the emptiness around her. 
“Do you not know?” the voice asked, and the glimmer of a memory flashed inside her mind—she saw a truth she could neither grasp nor escape.
“I killed myself.” Her words echoed, a reverberation of a horror lurking on the edges of recollection. “I don’t...” She spoke with the same tremble in her voice, struggling to grasp anything that might make sense of this.
“You don’t remember why.” 
“No.” she said aloud, although to what, she could not say. “I can’t remember more than fragments.”
“Good.” Said the voice, in neither glee nor sorrow. “You won’t need those memories where you are.” With his words, a candle lit, and the darkness that swallowed her shrank from the dancing fire. 
She reached for the husk of yellowed wax, which stood on blackened earth, and took it firmly as she struggled to her feet. “Where is... here?” she asked, her eyes adjusting to the only light she had.
“All hope abandon...” the voice was devoid of emotion, sending a chill along her skin as she turned towards its source. “... ye who enter here.”  The dancing of the candlelight shone on the frame of a tall, emaciated man before her. She gasped, stumbling back. He stepped further into the flicker of the flame, and every taut line of his ashen skin was visible, stretched thinly over a frame as fragile as a corpse.
“I know that... why do I know that?” Something about the phrase struck her, resurrecting a sliver of memory that slipped from her mind unknowingly.
 She was fifteen years old and seated at a small table in her mother’s quiet kitchen. Her mother was moving about with the air of a woman who had much to do and little time to do it in. But Madeline paid her scant attention; she had a very thick book spread out on the table before her, several sheets of paper strewn around it. She wrote on one of the blank sheets but stopped and tossed her pen down instead. “Alright, Mom, please... could you just stop making so much noise? I’m trying to start this paper and I... I can’t even begin to tell you how hard this is.” She glared at her mother—a tall, slender woman with the same pale complexion and curly jet-black locks as her. 
Her mother didn’t heed her teenage daughter’s complaints, stopping only long enough to remind her of a very simple truth. “You know, this is what you get for putting it off for so long.”
“That doesn’t help.” She shook her head and grabbed the pen in resignation.
“So, what are you working on anyway?” Her mother gathered pots and pans from the cabinet at her feet, making quite a bit of noise as she did.
“Dante Alighieri. He was an Italian poet, and he wrote a book, a very thick book…” she gazed at the monster of a text spread open before her, “about a fictional journey through Hell, and so on, and so on.”
“Sounds lovely.” 
“It’s very ominous.” She flipped to a page in the book to find one of the most famous lines of the entire work. “Above the gate of Hell itself are the words, ‘All hope abandon, ye who enter here.’ Doesn’t sound very inviting to me.”
“How... how has school been lately?” 
“I’m struggling with an essay due in three days, and you’re asking me how school has been?” The pen twirled between her fingers as she watched her mother flitting about the kitchen, anxiously doing what she could to get dinner started before the night wore on.
“I’m just curious how you’re doing, is all.” 
“Do we have to do this again?” It was the topic she hoped to avoid every time they sat down together in the same room: the endless discussion of how she was, the ceaseless nitpicking over every little detail of her daily life that she’d just as well avoid.
“Again? We never do this, because every time I try to talk to you about anything, you just brush it aside.” 
“I just don’t see why you have to keep asking me about this. Can’t I just sit here and finish my homework? Yes, I know I should have done it a week ago, but I didn’t.” She wanted to grab a fistful of her own hair but balled up her fists instead as she set to the task of writing. 
“We never talk. We haven’t even really talked in two years. I can’t get through to you, and every time I...” 
“Mom, I don’t have time for this... okay?” She wanted more than anything to throw down her pen, or to throw it across the room, just to show how incredibly annoyed she was. It wasn’t enough to raise her voice and brush aside her mother’s concerns. If she felt brave enough to tell her mother to go to Hell, she would have. Instead, she wrapped her fingers around the pen tightly and squeezed it with enough strength to cause a tiny jolt of pain. “I just want to finish...”
“When do you want to talk?” 
“I just want to finish my paper.” Madeline clenched her teeth as she spoke. It took all her wits to keep from cursing, and she didn’t know how much longer she could hold that off. 
“It used to be so much easier than this.” Her mother turned to face her when she saw the small, unmistakable marks on the inside of Madeline’s slender forearm. Her eyes went wide. “What is this?” She grabbed her daughter’s wrist and wrenched her arm upwards to show the tiny scars slashed across the skin. “Are you cutting yourself now?!” 
Madeline lowered her eyes slowly now; she stared at the skin of her forearm with a bewildered expression on her sad, beautiful face. The scars that were there during her teenage years were long gone, but the memory of that evening was a wound still very raw. “I was fifteen.” she said, paying little attention to the frail stranger standing close. She was too transfixed by the sight of her own arm to notice when he took the candle from her.
“We cannot linger here.” His voice brought her back to her present situation, the frightening fact of which could no longer be ignored. “We must move along the way now.”
“I’m in Hell.” From the shimmering flame atop the slender candle, she could discern only the smallest of features around her. The ground beneath her feet was as black as volcanic rock, and yet it was paved smooth and even. “Is this a road?”
“It has had many names: The Forgotten Way, The Black Path, The Road of Sorrow. It goes a very long way, and each new soul who awakes along the path is bound to follow where it leads. That is the way it is. The way it has always been.” 
“Where does it lead?” Fear was the foremost thing on her mind, rapidly growing with the troubling reality that she could only remember fragments of the life she led before.
“You will see.” 
“Who are you?” Questions were the only thing she had some measure of control over—and she was not willing to relinquish that arbitrary power so readily.
“A guide.” The unsettling nature of his voice bothered her deeply, in ways she couldn’t begin to understand. “Why do you want to know?”
“Because I don’t know... because... because I don’t remember much of anything.” She couldn’t put her emotions into words, but it was there—burning deep within. She was terrified of the place she was in, shocked by the realization that her mind was so tragically shrouded as it was. “I need to know something, anything.”
“Nothing you know will help.” He moved his hand, sweeping the candle across the air, and as he did, the flame swelled and brought into focus a strange sight. For a moment, she caught glimpse of what she could only imagine were trees—trees whose twisted, knotted branches bore no leaves at all. They hedged close to the path, with branches reaching out like grasping fingers.
“What was that?” she asked, amazed that such a sight could be found in as strange and forbidding a place as this. “Where those....”
“We are near the road’s edge. You saw what lies beyond. If you linger here, you will see things you wish you never had.” He urged her forward now, illuminating more of the smooth road as it stretched out into the oppressive dark beyond. “There is a long way to go yet. Or perhaps you would rather go to the Mistress, she does enjoy her petty torments. Your screams would please her, I imagine. Either way, if you choose to wait, then I will not.” His meaning was quite clear: He had no intention of delaying the journey any longer than it had been already. If she chose to wait here, hoping for a revelation that would not come, then he would leave her to whatever fate might lurk in the shadows the candlelight held at bay.
“There’s something out there... what is it?” She couldn’t shake the strange sensation that things beyond her sight were watching everything she did. The fleeting glimpse of dead trees hidden in the heavy dark settled in the back of her mind like a lingering torment, creating stark images in the valleys of her imagination. Somewhere beyond the veil of this stifling darkness was a strange forest, foreign to her eyes, an image born of nightmares.
“There are things out there that you cannot comprehend.” He did not turn to face her as he spoke, choosing instead to carry on along the path, whether she felt brave enough to come or not. “I will say this only once: Do not linger so near the road’s edge.” The candlelight grew stronger as he went, casting an unnatural light that threw into view more of the rocky trail into the dark. She could have sworn, as she hurried to walk along his side, that there were other candles shining in the distance. “You are not the only one.” He spoke before the question left her lips, answering the thought before it was given voice. 
“They all take the same path.” It made sense to her that this strange and darkened road was the first step on a journey that none would ever wish to take—in a world so full of pain, she knew she was not the only one. 
“I wonder if they remember more of their lives than I do of mine.” She didn’t pose it as a question; she could sense her guide had long grown tired of her queries, and she would not dare to risk upsetting such a stranger. In the gloom ahead, a faint noise startled her from contemplation—it sounded almost like a sob.
“Where are they?” A voice called out into the blackness, trembling and weak, and the sound of it brought a chill slithering down deep inside. The heart-wrenching sobs that followed were enough to turn her cold and send her stumbling ahead in a desperate bid to find the woman she could not see. 
“Who’s out there?” 
“My babies...” The bitter cries of anguish broke by the frightened woman’s voice, but the words were soon drowned in another flood of pain. “Where are my babies?” 
Madeline fumbled forward into the dark, urged onward by her own fright as the candle held aloft by her guide danced somewhere behind her. “I can’t find my babies.” wept the anguished voice again. 
Madeline’s hurried steps were brought to a sudden halt when frantic hands grasped the hem of her gown. The voice so distant and elusive at first was now frighteningly near, and it spoke between bitter sobs singed with grief. “I can’t find them...”
“Who are you?” Madeline could not think of what else to ask. The impossible nature of her surroundings made it difficult to grasp any semblance of rational thought. Hands tugged harshly at her gown, and she sank to her knees, barely able to make out the stranger kneeling in front of her, unsure of what to say in response to her shaking wails.
“I’ve called to them, but they don’t answer me.... Why won’t they answer me?” 
“You have to tell me who you are.” Madeline stretched her trembling hands towards the woman, her fingertips grazing along the shape of her small shoulders. “I can’t help you if I don’t know who you are.” She grasped the woman gently and felt the shiver in her frame. The woman’s bitter agony brought tears falling down her face. Madeline wanted to hold her, to force away the anguish spreading in the oppressive air. “Please. Please talk to me.” 
The woman could do nothing more than cry. Every attempt to form a word was quickly drowned by another horrible convulsion, until at last she grabbed hold of Madeline as tightly as she could. “My babies are dead... aren’t they? Oh, god.” She shook harder, clutching Madeline as she wept against her shoulder. “My babies are dead.” 
Madeline wanted to say something; she searched her heart for words of comfort that might ease the unimaginable pain this woman must be feeling, but nothing could come close. She nearly spoke, compelled to inquire as to how the woman’s children passed away—but a moment of cruel realization stopped the words escaping from her lips. There was little in this strange and terrifying place she could ever understand, but the answer to the fate of this poor woman’s children struck her with undeniable clarity. It added to the weight of despair closing in around her. Madeline recoiled at first, when the bitter truth took hold, but her arms trembled and held the woman all the same. 
“They’re...” Madeline nearly stopped herself from saying it, but the woman’s tears across her shoulder made it clear how desperately important it was to speak the truth. “They’re not here.”
“What do you—” the woman choked back the sobs. “Then... then where are they?”
“You know.” Madeline could not explain the certainty she felt. Her own life was as broken and scattered in her mind as this poor soul’s was, but she knew a truth this woman could not face. “You know what happened to them.” She whispered, her arms quivering around the stranger, despite the horror playing in her head.
“No!” The pain coloring her words before was nothing compared to this. “God, what have I done?!” She slumped into Madeline and fell apart within her arms. 
Madeline could think of nothing to say, nothing to do that might bring comfort where it was most desperately needed. What could she offer? Comfort tasted false. It was a lie, and she could not bear to offer even that. Not even to a woman such as this. A hand slipped on her shoulder, thin fingers against the white fabric of her gown, and it pulled her away from the woman she was clinging to.
“You must keep moving.” The unfeeling voice of her guide crept within her ears, reminding her of the uncertainty she faced in the journey ahead. Madeline did not want to leave the woman here, even with the agony of her crime tearing at her thoughts, but the strange man leading her on this trek grew insistent. “There is nothing you can do to help this woman. She made her choice in life, and she must face that choice alone.” She reluctantly allowed him to pull her back and stood slowly.
“Don’t leave me.” The woman’s words were a knife in Madeline’s heart, the look in those desperate eyes more than enough to melt whatever resolve she had to walk away. The young woman looked at her, bitter tears splashed down her cheeks, as she stretched out a lonely hand to the only stranger who bothered to show concern. “Please?” she pleaded, as the eerie figure behind Madeline grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back again.
“You cannot save this woman. Do you hear what I am saying?” 
“I can’t leave her like this. Even with… what she did.” She could not bear the thought of leaving this terrified stranger behind, not in a place as dark and strange as this—but the thin hand on her shoulder would not let her move, nor could she muster the strength needed to defy him. 
He pulled her back a few steps more, shifting so that he stood between the two of them. The light of his candle illuminated the road ahead, casting the frightened young mother into darkness once more. “You will follow the road as I have said or wallow in the darkness here alone… either way, dear lady, you cannot save her. Better to leave her here. The Mistress may find her before long. After all, such succulent screams would please her ears.” 
“You are cruel.” Madeline spat, noting with disgust the thin smile spread on the man’s emaciated lips. He seemed detached before, almost without a care, but now some measure of cruelty rippled across his face.
“I am the necessity of this place. Would you stay to comfort this murderer, knowing that nothing you could say would ever wash away the horror she inflicted?” His fingers wrapped around her wrist, roughly yanking her farther from the sound of the woman still sobbing on the ground. 
“I can’t just leave her.” 
“You are not her savior.” He pulled her further from where the woman was, the sound of her endless grief growing faint with every passing moment. “No one has a savior here.” 
Madeline let the despair creeping along her skin take root, seeing in that moment a flash of something once forgotten: her mother sitting on the porch of their old house, rocking slowly in a chair worn with weather and with time, watching a haze of orange spill across the sky as the sun dipped low. 
“Have you heard from your brother lately?” 
“He called me.” Madeline said, shifting her gaze from the sight of her frail mother, who clutched a bottle of alcohol in a trembling hand. “He said he’d been worried about you.”
“At least someone has.” She rolled her eyes at the concern in her daughter’s voice and turned, instead, to find comfort from the bottle in her hand. 
From the shake of her hand, Madeline knew her mother had been this way for quite a while. It was difficult to see her mother in this condition, but what could she say to erase damage already done? Every word tasted false. She wondered if there was anything that could, when weighed against all that happened between them in the last few years.
“Mother…” She stepped closer, leaning down slightly as if to take the bottle from her hand—not sure if her mother would allow it.
“How old are you now?” 
“Twenty-six… four months ago.” She sighed, ignoring that her mother had forgotten her birthday altogether. It only added to the litany of excuses for why they drifted so inexorably apart. “Why are you doing this?” 
“Don’t act concerned.” Her mother struggled to raise herself from the chair, not quite able to get her feet under her as one hand clutched the armrest in a feeble effort at support. Madeline stepped close and took her mother’s other arm, helping as best she could. But her mother resisted. “You haven’t even bothered to say a word to me in a year, now you just… show up.” Her breath reeked of alcohol, and it was difficult for Madeline to hold back the tears threatening to fall. 
“You’re not well, Mom.” She tried again to guide her towards the front door, her mother mumbling curses as she wrenched her arm free. “I just…”
“You just what?” She glared at her daughter. “You felt sorry for yourself? You didn’t even bother to come see me and now you feel guilty…. Let me go.” She tried to pull her arm away again, but Madeline, trying to ignore the sting of tears in her eyes, would not let go.  
“Please, Mom.” She couldn’t keep her grip; her mother forcefully pried her arm away before stumbling to the door and yanking it open. 
“I don’t need you to swoop down and save me.” 
Overwhelmed with confusion and uncertainty, Madeline finally allowed her torrent of emotions to come rushing out in quaking sobs, hot tears splashing down her fair cheeks. It was difficult to cast aside the feeling that she let her mother down: that all the words she never uttered and all the things she never did had somehow led to this—to the deterioration of the only parent who ever loved her. She lingered on the threshold for quite a while, afraid to step inside the house and face the wrath of a woman who felt abandoned in the last sour year. ”I don’t need you to swoop down and save me” rang in her ears as she lingered on the edge of the front door, searching for the nerve that would allow her to set foot inside, still uncertain what she would face once she did.
“I can’t leave her like this…” The words left her mouth as she stood amid suffocating darkness, the cold hand of her guide coming to rest on her shoulder, urging her forward with a nudge.
“There is much that you have to learn. The rules that governed your life while you were living exist no more.” He held the candle outward, the light shifting in a peculiar way, faint at times and strong at others, but enough to bring the broken features of the road into better view. She saw the winding course ahead, cut crudely in the rocks and rising steadily higher with each step. The light bobbed and danced, chasing away the gloom and recalling the early image of the dead, twisted trees that lurked just beyond the edge of sight—whose very existence swelled the fear lingering in every corner of her mind. Walking forward, she struggled to keep her eyes on the road beneath her feet, tempted at every moment to glance at the knotted forest hid beneath the darkness. Her curiosity intensified as she fought the dreadful notion that she was being watched. 
“How did I end up here?” She asked the question only to herself, knowing the man that led her would provide no answer. What she did remember came to her in flashes, incomplete, disjointed, and offering no insight into the crucial moments of a life that led to this. 
Her mind was a darkened place that needed to be rediscovered, the shadowy corners within were forgotten realms that ached to be explored—in the faint hope that she might find clue to tell her why she chose to end her life. 
 In the space of a ragged breath, she was that girl of twenty-six again, standing on the threshold of her mother’s front door… waiting for the courage and strength to step into the house. Her legs trembled as she walked through the cluttered mess of the living room, kicking aside newspapers discarded on the floor as she carefully moved towards the sound of commotion in the kitchen. 
Her mother lit a cigarette, a bottle of vodka opened on the stove to her left. She mother turned at the sound of her daughter’s approach and mumbled a curse beneath her breath. 
“I don’t recall invitin’ you into my house, young lady.” She shook her head and snatched the vodka from the grimy stovetop, downing a heavy gulp before Madeline could utter a word in her own defense. She waved the cigarette in Madeline’s direction as she spoke, one hand grasping the handle of the oven to keep her unstable body standing. “I don’t need no damn lecture on how to live my own life, and certainly not from a child like you!” As if to make her point even more clear, she took another deep drink from the half-empty bottle and stumbled towards the kitchen table. 
Madeline went to grab her elbow when it looked as if she might lose balance, and her mother responded with a crack across her daughter’s face. Madeline reeled backwards from the sharp sting as tears fell anew. “Mother, I was just…” 
“Get out of my house!” her mother yelled, raising the bottle of vodka threateningly.
Madeline lingered, fighting the tumult in her head that kept her rooted to the spot. Her wide eyes pled with her mother as she struggled to regain her voice. It took a moment, a wrenching second of indescribable pain, before she was able to obey her mother’s harsh command… to turn her back on the broken woman before her, and to leave as she was instructed to. The gentle breeze of the evening air brushed cool on her tear-stained cheeks, soothing the red palm print left behind. If she had another tear to spare, it would have fallen then, but she lost the will to cry. All that remained was the silent heartache of a child who lost her parent’s love. 
She barely heard the muffled ring of the phone stowed in the pocket of her jeans. Her mind numb as she forced herself to answer it. “I’m really not in the mood to talk right now.” 
“How is she?” The voice was unmistakable: her younger brother. Through all the pain and heartache that tore at the fabric of their family, they were the only ones who seemed to weather it together—a fact that was not lost on either of them.
“Drunk and angry.” It was the only way she could describe what she encountered. Her fingers quivered as she reached to touch the welt on the side of her face, the very sensation a memory of all that broke apart since the last time she was here. “It was a mistake even coming here. She won’t let me speak to her…” 
“I wish I could be there. I’m sorry you have to go through this alone, Maddy.” 
“Don’t get yourself tangled up in my mess. You’ve got college to worry about right now.” She never wanted to drag her brother into the troubled confusion that always seemed to follow her. It was enough for her to know that he managed to get out of that town and begin the process of building a life of his own. Her own life was marked by moments of levity, passion, and seemingly insurmountable mistakes; his life had the chance of an altogether different path, and she was determined that he stay that course no matter what. 
“You better be around when I get out for fall break, you hear me? Don’t go running off again like last year. I missed you.” 
Madeline couldn’t help but smile remembering it: a strange sight in a place as dark and ominous as this. The memory of her brother’s voice rang crystal clear in the shadowy spaces of her mind. Its soothing timbre lingered as she followed the light of the candle, guiding her through the inky black that hugged in close, willing herself to focus on the sound of it… drawing comfort from such a simple thought. “I can’t see his face.” she said aloud, wondering why she could remember her brother’s voice but not even the simplest features of his appearance. 
“Why do you ask questions?” The chilling voice of her guide pulled her from her thoughts, shifting her focus from the candlelit road and drawing it to him instead. 
“What would you have me do?” 
“Do you think there are answers here?” A sneer crept into his in his voice, tinged with a kind of twisted delight that made her shiver. His patience had run thin, and she could feel it.
“I can’t even imagine what is here.” 
“This place...” As he spoke, he turned to her, with eyes that bore no spark of life. His gaze carved through her skin and peered into her soul “It is a question without an answer, a mystery with no solution, and it would do you well to realize that now.” 
From some distance away, came the troubled gasps of a poor soul tangled in some distress. She watched as he arched his head back as if smelling for something on the air, that leering smile spreading like a disease. “Someone lingers near the road’s edge, and those that are hungry have come to scavenge what they can.” 
He led her towards the swelling raucous as the light of his candle grew to touch the barren forest stretching into the dark, their crooked branches lifting into murky shadow high above. “Do you see now the very shape of despair?” The harsh light cast into view the figure of a young man, his body quaking as thin, ashen arms grasped at him from the bleak confines of the lifeless forest beyond. 
Madeline clasped a hand on her mouth, barely stifling a scream. “Stop it!” Madeline looked with horror on the face of her guide and saw only his desire to watch as those ghastly hands dragged the terrified young man from the road. “Please, stop them!” She lunged towards the man, his muffled cries for help growing louder, before a pale hand with long, knotted fingers clasped tightly on his mouth. 
Her guide grabbed her fiercely, pulling her struggling body back so she was powerless to help. 
“Let me go!” she cried angrily, thrashing against his grip, as the poor soul was dragged beyond her sight.
“And what will you do if you find him? Do you wish to be his savior too? You hear his cries for mercy, those whimpering pleas that rend the air… and if you seek him in the darkness, then his screams might be replaced with yours.” Madeline twisted in his surprisingly powerful arms, desperate to break free. “You see a murderer on the road and try to comfort her; you see a stranger dragged away and try to save him… such a brave young fool.” His words were shards of glass, tearing any threads of hope that could have survived beyond her death. “But who appointed you?” His question was authoritative, demanding answer as she continued her frantic effort to get away. He offered a nod and, much to her relief, let her go. “As you wish then, hopeless girl.” 
Madeline turned, facing the bleak displeasure in his eyes as she backed carefully towards the edge of the strange forest behind her… gathering what strength she could to make her choice. “I don’t care what this place is.” She trembled as she said it. “I’ll discover it on my own.” 
She turned from him at last, tearing her eyes from his appalling form as she stumbled forward into the gathering dark of the forest that lay beyond. 
“Farewell, dear fool.” He watched as Madeline disappeared, her slender fingers dragging against the pale trunks around her, as she crept her way through the shadows all around. A breath of bitter air extinguished the candle held aloft in a thin hand, spilling everything into darkness once again. 
She could do nothing more than feel her way into the depth of a place she could not imagine. His light gone, but a new one shimmered high above. She hadn’t noticed it before, but it looked very much like the moon she knew in life. But this light was different. It was sick and pale as it glowered overhead.
Maybe I am a fool, she thought, but I’ll be a fool on my own terms now.






  
  two
Into the Dead Forest

-below-


“But who appointed you?”  His harsh, unforgiving words were a poison in her mind, tearing at her resolve to push ahead. Madeline shook her head, swore under her breath, and vowed to fight the fear threatening to overtake her. At first the shadows of that strange, dead forest, enveloped her completely, but now a pale light shone from a starless sky above. She tilted her head to peer at it, a moon so like the one she knew before, but its color a pitiful mockery of the milky sheen that cut through the dark of mortal nights. The moonlike orb above was a sickly green, casting into sharp relief the knotted branches of lifeless trees that rose and twisted above her head. Everything about this place was a hateful imitation: the product of a dark mind who sought to parody what existed in the world of the living, hanging dread and misery heavy in the air. 
It took nerve to navigate her way deeper between the ghastly trees, her heart pounding inside her chest and growing louder by the moment. She could sometimes hear an odd rustling among the dead branches, accompanied by sounds she could only describe as the most inhuman she had known. 
Like the harsh cracking of brittle earth.
“You can’t be afraid.” She whispered to herself.
“Why not?” came a silky voice in answer, emanating from somewhere in the dark beyond the strange glow of the moonlike orb above. 
“Because.” Madeline said, as a chill teased along her arms. “I choose not to be.”
“How very brave of you”—the voice would have seemed kind were it not for the mockery in its tone—“to think that you are above fear. But I know liars when I see them.”
“Get out of my head.” Madeline whispered, feeling that somehow this strange new creature could see inside it—which set a cold sweat across her skin. 
“There’s nothing of use there anyway.” the voice answered, laughing with blissful malice. “Nothing but the broken memories and jagged fragments of a life not worth remembering.”
“You don’t know me.” 
“You don’t know yourself.” it answered with a jeer.
She wanted to beg. To plead to be released from this nightmarish prison, to fall on her knees and pray for the unchaining of her soul—but she refused to give voice to that childish thought. From the silky malice with which it mocked; she knew that begging was precisely what it wanted. It would have fed on that vulnerability like a ravenous creature kept from sustenance for too long. She could not give it what it craved, nor allow the fear quaking in her heart to break her spirit any more than it was already. 
“You are a brave and foolish curiosity.” It said. “I think I will enjoy your suffering most of all.” It laughed again, cold, and unnerving. She tried to ignore the fading sound of those terrible laughs as they drifted farther away, giving her strength to press deeper into a forest that thickened all around. 
Madeline’s footsteps carried her over knotted roots woven into the hard earth, her heart relentless as she ambled her way along. As she shifted among the trees in her path, hot tears fell on her pale cheek as flashes of memory seeped from the darkest corners of her mind. Her hand grasped the low branch of a nearby tree, and she winced as a ragged twig dug into her palm. The sting was sharp, followed by a well of red as she yanked her hand away. She stared in shock. “Blood?” she remarked aloud, her voice echoing off the dead trees looming all around. “Even here I bleed?” 
But as she looked to the red smear dripping down her fragile skin, she saw herself in another time and place. 
She was a young girl of fourteen years, locked inside her room, sitting alone at the small desk against one wall. Scattered posters pinned on the walls covered nearly every inch of space available. The music playing on her stereo was loud enough to cover her whimpering sobs in a cacophony of blistering guitar chords and angry lyrics. The pain she felt was not emotional—in truth, she was far too numb to remember what such anguish might be like. No, this pain was a different kind, brought about by the small laceration she carved across her hand. Through each bitter tear that fell, she knew what it was she craved so desperately: to know what it was like to feel again. To feel something beyond the numb ache settled in her chest. All she had was pain, brought about by the blade that cut her flesh, and the sight of the red drops falling along the contours of her arm. 
“What are you doing in there?” It was not her mother’s voice, as she expected. It was the young, worried voice of her brother—the only soul in this world who ever understood. 
“Give me a moment.” Madeline said, pushing through the disgraceful tears that touched her lips. If it had been her mother, she would have yelled, but there was a tenderness in her voice reserved only for him. “I just need to tidy up a bit.” She clamped her hand against the cut she made, trying to stop the bleeding. 
“Just a moment.” Her voice softened, becoming nothing more than a whisper as shame grew to replace the numbness she knew too well. 
“Look, Mom is gone…. It’s just me, you can let me in.” He twisted at the handle of her door, and she knew that she could not hold him off for long. She bandaged up her hand enough to cover what she did, wiped her face clean, and managed at last to unlock the door and pull it open. 
“There you are. You had the pictures shaking on my wall with that music so loud.” 
“Sorry, I just wanted to drown out a few things.” Madeline took a few breaths, calm and slow, to center herself a little more. She didn’t care if her mother saw the evidence of how distant and hurt she felt, but her brother, that was something she simply could not do. It hurt even more to see him standing there, the concern welling up in green eyes so much like her own. He was taller than her, even though he was two years younger, with a head of tangled brown hair that became more unruly the longer it grew. 
“Why won’t you tell me what’s going on?” 
“Because… it’s nothing.” She lied. At times she knew her problems were silly in perspective. She was a smart enough girl to know that many others in the world had it far tougher than she could ever dream—but that did nothing to ease the pain she knew, or the hopeless ache lodged in the back of her troubled mind. It was hard enough to face this on her own, but to drag her brother down her path was enough to make her shake. “It’s just stuff at school, you know how it goes.” 
“You’re damn stubborn, you know that?” Their mother would have muttered it in anger, the words tinged with bitterness as she tried to shame her daughter into speaking—but his tone was different. It was something he tried before: to lighten the mood in the hope it would give her reason to open up. “And you won’t let anybody in, not even me… and I always thought I was your favorite.” 
“You are my favorite.” She conceded, allowing a smile as she looked into her brother’s eyes—eyes so full of love and concern, which always brought her back to Earth. “Even if you do need a haircut.” She ruffled her hand in his tangled locks, bringing both a quick laugh and an attempt to get away. 
While knocking her hand aside, he saw the bandage covering her act of shame. Their mother would have grabbed her hand and screamed at how stupid her daughter was—but his only look was one of fear. “You know you can come to me, right? You know that I’ll listen?” 
“I’m just going through some things.” Madeline said. It was perhaps the most honest she had been with anyone in recent days, the most she could offer, and the closest she was to anything resembling the truth. “I’ll be alright, really… you don’t need to worry.”
“You’re joking right?” He didn’t press the issue or demand to see what the bandage was meant to hide, but his tone was still colored with the same concern as when he first knocked on her door. “You expect me not to worry about you? It’s like you don’t even know me at all.” With a gentle squeeze of her hand, he let her know what even words could not express. 
“Shouldn’t you be out… I don’t know, maybe riding your bike or something?” It was a nice summer afternoon, and that seemed more than enough reason for a twelve-year old boy not to be cooped up indoors. 
“And what about you?” he asked, finally taking the chance to push his way into her room and sit on the edge of her bed. “Shouldn’t you be out flirting with that guy you were crushing on last summer?” He hit a nerve made obvious by her blush.
“Hello, Mother, when did you get home?” She mocked him with her tone, punctuated by the firm slap across his arm. 
“Don’t pretend like you weren’t.” He warned, rubbing the spot where she hit him and squirming away as she towered over him. “All I heard you talk about last summer was Nic. Oh, that Nic is so smart, and what a great writer, you should read what he’s done! I swear, it never seemed to end.” 
“Just leave it alone.” She finally said, her retort lacking her usual bite of sarcasm as she gave up on thinking she could so easily kick her brother out. 
“You wrote to him again, didn’t you?” Even at twelve he was observant, able to read his sister’s mood and deduce the reason for her melancholy like few others could. “That’s why you locked yourself up here in your room.”
“I just want to know.” There was anguish in her voice, fed by the longing for the father she barely knew. How simple would it have been to abandon him as easily as he abandoned them? But even in her thoughts, she could not bring herself to do it. “Don’t I have a right to know why he left?”
“We both do.” His answer was straight-forward, and she felt a twinge of guilt for not considering how he might feel in all of this. “But you don’t really think he’ll ever give you an answer. He didn’t care to give us one before.” His eyes fell on her hand again, where the bandage was placed so hastily over the wound she did not want him to see, and for a moment he let his worried gaze linger. “You did that.” He finally said, his voice a whisper. “Didn’t you?”
“Just leave it alone, please?” she asked, shame welling back up inside her as she covered her injured hand. 
“Is it because of him?” 
“It’s more than that.” Her tone was defensive, but there was a flicker of something else… a part of her somehow calling out for help. 
“Then tell me, what could possibly hurt that bad?” 
“You wouldn’t understand.” She replied quickly, automatically, moving towards the open door to get away from the pressure in the room. 
“Try me.” He retorted. 
“I can’t.” She shook her head, unable to bear the thought of looking back at him. She knew the worry in his eyes would get the better of her willpower, breaking it enough to make her face her demons. She wasn’t ready, and no amount of caring concern from her brother would be enough to make that change, “I’m sorry… but I’m not ready to talk about it.” With a sigh, she moved to the door, the weight of guilt trying with all its might to pull her back inside. Despite the force of those thoughts, the sharp sting on her hand was still there, along with the warm droplets of blood smeared across her skin. 
The dread of the bleak, silent forest pressed in close, snapping her out of her reverie and bringing her senses crashing back into the present. “How did…” She said in disbelief, watching the thin, deep cut on the palm of her hand fade before her eyes. The remnants of her blood remained, but its source was gone in a moment that was nothing more than a cruel reminder of this frightful place. “Why does that surprise me?” 
Other sounds answered. At first they appeared to come from a great distance, and it brought a chill. There was the rustling of heavy branches, and the scraping of black earth as if something crawled along the ground. Then came other sounds: whispered voices full of dread, and the strangled cry of some poor soul who met a fate too terrible to imagine. Fear welled up inside her, pumping with the blood in her body as she forced herself to move, to dart through the trees looming like pale sentinels high above her head. And still, those terrible sounds echoed, some faint and others eerily close. 
The black soil beneath her bare feet was hard, and as she rushed blindly; the ground lifted in a gentle slope. The strange trees around thinned as the earth rose higher. The suffocating presence of the forest lessened, and for a moment she found clarity enough to escape the choking fear, to turn her mind towards any hint that those creeping things might be drawing near. There was a heavy rustling to her right; her body jolted from the noise, and she quickly hid herself behind the nearest tree. 
She saw a blurred and malformed shape, a figure like a human child, but with no resemblance to any child she had ever seen. Hidden safe and out of sight, she listened as it breathed, ragged and sniffling as it scoured along the ground for any trace of life. It came swift, the overwhelming compulsion to steal a better look, to satisfy the morbid curiosity that took hold in the second she glimpsed the thing that came to find her. It took a few quiet, heaving breaths before she could work up the courage to twist her head around the tree. When she finally did, the sight that met her eyes was enough to make her scream. And she stifled it before she could.
This was no child at all, not like any living thing in the world she knew before. Its skin was the cold, pallid color of a corpse, and its frame distorted like a strange facsimile of life born with cruel deficiencies, as if a careless hand crafted it to represent the sickness of the world. The creature’s back was as gnarled as an old tree and the head somewhat larger than it should be, with only a few wisps of brittle hair, and sunken eyes that glimmered milky white. From the deep gloom, those eyes were the most unsettling feature of its gaunt frame. Their sickly shine knotted her stomach uncomfortably, fear creeping back stronger than it was before. 
Here and there it rent the ground apart with crooked nails, digging up clumps of dirt and bringing it to pale lips that framed a terrifying mouth. It took every ounce of will she had to keep her breathing quiet despite the way her chest heaved viciously beneath her tattered white gown. Please don’t let it find me. 
From the safety of her hiding spot, she saw those large hands, adorned with unnaturally long fingers, reach to grab a tree trunk. With ease, the creature climbed, moving with an unusual grace for one so grisly and deformed. From its new vantage point, it could crane its thin neck around, milky eyes gazing off into the distance for any sign of the prize that got away. Occasionally it sniffed the musty air, and made a garbled, hissing sound that echoed off the eerie woods. 
It was only a matter of seconds now before that cruel thing discovered where she was—but then another sound resounded in the dark. A scream cut through the heavy silence and drew the gaze of the deformity lingering on the tree. Through the clutch of her fear, she managed to steal another glance just in time to see the creature sprinting out of sight, scrambling on all fours. Guilt mingled with relief as she felt comfort in knowing the beast was off to hunt another, though she could not imagine what horrors awaited that unsuspecting soul. 
Go! was the first thought that sprung to mind, followed by do not linger. She quietly dashed along the slope rising ahead. It grew steeper nearer the crest; the exhaustion in her limbs a burden she could not bear. She crawled the last few feet towards the top. Her white gown caught and torm along the knees. The hard earth bit through the fabric, staining it in dusky hues as she crawled towards the summit. Her trembling hands reached towards the roots of a desolate tree standing like a monolith of stone on the hill, but she halted when she heard a sound from below. This was something very unlike the strange and ethereal whispers that frightened her before, and she crawled past the tree and peered into a clearing just ahead.
It was scooped like a bowl from the unforgiving earth; a few dead trees dotted the ridge circling where it was carved out of the hill. Down below, in the center of that empty space, stood a massive rock—a human form huddled against it. It trembled, trying desperately to hide itself from her gaze. 
“It’s alright.” She called out to whoever it might be. “I’m not going to hurt you.” Relief washed over her as she saw the form slowly come into better view beneath the eerie light of the moonlike orb above. It was a man; older than any person she had seen since this strange journey began. 
“Who are you?” he asked, his voice small as he backed towards the rock.
“My name is Madeline.” She called out, beginning her slow and cautious descent into the clearing. “What is this place?” 
“I don’t know.” He answered, the tremble in his voice still evident. He kept himself concealed in the shadow of the rock. “It’s the only place I could find that seems safe from them.” By them, she knew exactly what he meant. “You know your name?” 
“Of course.” When she finally reached the bottom of the clearing, the shadows cast by the wall of rock and earth around her made it impossible to see anything more than that. “You don’t remember yours?”
“What use is a name here?” 
“You don’t remember who you are?” She took a few cautious steps closer, just able to make out the shape of his tall, slim form as he cautiously backed away. 
“Look where we are.” He said. “All that matters is that we’re in Hell. Who we are won’t change that fact… and maybe I don’t care to remember either, did you ever think of that? I can’t have been much good if I ended up in this place, can I?” 
“I didn’t mean to upset you.” She raised her hand, allowing a few more steps towards him. The eerie light above brought the man out of the dark, illuminating his once-handsome face. The ravages of time carved every line. His thin gray hair was mostly gone, and his steel-blue eyes swam with a grief that bore no name. “I just wanted to know. Even in a place like this, I feel like I need to know something.” Her voice was calm, filled with concern for a man she didn’t know as she took in the shuddering sight of him.
“Call me whatever you want then.” 
“How about John?” She managed a slight smile as she made her way closer, careful to make each step as slow and nonthreatening as she could. “That’s a good, strong name… you look like you could have been a John.” 
“So, what now, Madeline? We build a campfire and swap stories?”
“Is there a way out of these woods?” It seemed like the most pertinent question to ask—perhaps the only one that might elicit





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
CHRISTOPHER STANFIELD

THE WOMAN l,N
DARKNESS











