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Chapter 1

Creeeeeaaakk. Click.

Father went outside, where was he going?

As silent as a mouse, Nell crept down the carpeted stairs and into the kitchen. She noticed that the back door next to the fridge opened wide, and the screen door tapped against the side with the wind. She slipped through it and headed out back. The night was too dark for Nell to make out anything around her, although she could feel herself hanging upside down. The blood rushing to her head gave her a headache, along with another feeling she could not quite understand. All she knew was that she was being held upside down by her father. It had to be him, he was the only other person she saw in the woods.

There was a tight grip around her legs, keeping them pinned together. The grip was so tight that even her attempt to break free felt next to impossible. The more she struggled to break free from his grip, the tighter the grip around her legs became. She kicked and punched her father but she knew that her effort was not worth it. She gave up on her fight for freedom. It’s not like he means any harm anyway, right?

Each step her father took caused her dangling arms to sway awkwardly. She had no sense of direction from hanging upside down but she knew that she was being carried away from the woods.

Nell flashed in and out of consciousness as they approached the warm, dim light of a house.

Nell saw a glimpse of a rather large and unnatural creature her father had been kneeling beside. She studied it for a moment, concluding that the creature had long pointed ears and a long, soft tail. Its eyes glowed a bright blue that matched the spots that followed along the creature’s face to its back. It had four legs, the front paws rather small and the back legs elongated. She was standing quite far from her father and the creature, worried about what the thing might do to him.

“Father!” She heard herself cry out.

Their faces both darted to her gaze and it frightened her. She began to run back to the house, afraid to turn around and see what was following her.

Suddenly, with a swing of a hand and a quick scoop into the air, she lost consciousness.

Nell opened her eyes slightly but would not dare to open them fully. She was scared of what she might see. She was afraid of what might happen to her, or what that thing might do to her. Her heart pounded in her chest and sweat crept down the back of her neck. She shivered.

The wind blew through the trees and whistled against the exterior walls of the house. The closer she got to the light, the louder the whistling became. It did not bother her but rather kept her mind off the beast she had seen in the woods. Father, she thought, unaware that the word did not come out of her mouth. Her lack of consciousness had made it difficult to speak. She attempted to raise her head and peer out into the distant woods to see if the creature had been following them, but she suffered from a headache that caused her vision to blur.

She dropped her head immediately.

They were about twenty feet away from the light when she saw it again. A gray, dog-like creature with a long fluffy tail scurried from behind the tree and into the middle of the backyard. It stood perfectly still, observing Nell with its enormous blue eyes. Its head tilted slightly to the side, almost curious as to why they had been leaving it behind. Nell’s eyes began to feel very heavy and they closed.

She felt herself begin to elevate into the air. She tried with little effort to fight back but her body did not budge. Although it was still dark with her eyes closed, she could no longer feel the cool breeze from the wind.

Are we inside? Nell thought. She tried to ask that question out loud but it was hopeless. She could not speak. She noticed her body lower into what felt like a large comforter. A thin, yet warm blanket landed softly on most of her body, exposing her feet into the cold room. Another blanket was wrapped and tucked around her feet by her father’s hands and she felt her favorite teddy bear be placed on the right side of her head.

She began to feel more tired. Although she wanted to see where she had been placed, it was almost impossible to open her eyes, even just a little.

Her father softly kissed her cold forehead and brushed her hair out of her face. “Goodnight, Nelly,” he whispered. The sound of his footsteps became quieter, then eventually they were gone. She wanted to think about what had just happened to her, perhaps analyzing the situation could make sense of what happened tonight.

But it was no use.

She was instantly asleep before she could even ask herself one simple question.

What was my father doing with that creature?





Chapter 2

Nell’s wintery morning consisted of breakfast with her friends at Coffee Break Cafe, which was only ten minutes away from her house in Woodland. The name of the city suited it because most of the area consisted only of trees, it was rare to see the houses that hid within.

Nell lived in a blue, A-framed, two-story house with a white trim and light gray stone that covered beneath the siding. A long, gravel driveway surrounded by tall bushes created a path that looped the house, making the address given to those who visited her hard to find. Even a map was of no help. The front yard was quite small and it was blocked off by a short, white picket fence that connected to a white trellis. A wide, wooden walkway with two rows of solar lights led from the trellis to the front door. The sides of the house were lined with square-shaped bushes that she occasionally trimmed.

There were two long windows, one on each side, that overlooked crowded bushes and trees, while the rear window looked out on her two anchor backyards and a small pond. At the very back of her yard, there was a long area of crowded trees but Nell had never explored the area since she moved in. There was something about a dark forest that scared her. Nell also lived alone. She never entertained the idea of settling down with someone, she was better off on her own. It’s not like she wasn’t attractive, because she was.

She was tall and big-boned, and her skin was quite tanned. Her light brown hair was long and its color matched her wide, golden-brown eyes. A light, circular birthmark hid behind her hair on the back of her neck. She had a pointed nose that was covered in freckles and her full lips were naturally dark.

But being attractive didn’t mean she wanted the attention of people. She didn’t want to date and she never needed the company. Besides, she liked being independent. One time in high school, Graham Quacker, comically enough—he was the most popular and charming guy in school—approached Nell at the cafeteria table to ask her out for a lunch date at Coffee Break Cafe. His blue t-shirt was tight around his arms and tucked into his black sweatpants. His silver watch sparkled in the light and so did his gold necklace. His friends, all with their arms wrapped over their girlfriends, watched him as he reached Nell’s table. One of them was recording.

“Hey, Nell?” He said, running his hand through his curly blonde hair. “Would you like to go to the cafe with me tomorrow for lunch? I just think it would be a lot of fun to—” Before he could finish, Nell’s best friend, Charlotte, interrupted by standing up from the table and crossing her arms at him. She spoke for Nell, who was slouched in her chair, avoiding eye contact with the boy.

“Hey, bud, she ain’t interested. Get one of your friends to record you somewhere else,” Charlotte said with a grin, tossing her long, blond hair behind her and waving her hand to shoo him away. She came across as the high school bitch but once people got to know her, she was the most caring person in the world. She just couldn’t express it well.

Graham sped away from the table, his face as red as a tomato, and the whole cafeteria went quiet. The one recording slowly lowered his phone to the table, his face also red in embarrassment. Eyes glared directly at Nell, who slouched even further, and Charlotte, who sat straight and proud. Ever since that time, no guy had ever attempted a simple hello to Nell when Charlotte was around.

When Nell pulled up to the cafe, she took a second to take a deep breath.

It’s been fifteen years today since it happened, they won’t bring it up, she thought. She turned the car off and went inside. Coffee Break Cafe wasn’t too big but it was one of the most popular cafes in the area. Most people came here to study or read, even though it was sometimes loud. No matter the noise or events occurring here, the place still gave off a calming vibe. The cafe was known for its giant coffee cup and donut monuments that spun on top of the restaurant, with a big sign that read ‘COFFEE BREAK CAFÉ,’ and underneath read ’since 1952.’

It also didn’t just serve coffee and donuts: there were choices of breakfast, lunch, and dinner, desserts and unique sundaes, and all-you-can-eat tater tots. Any drink you could think of, they had.

The whole place also smelled like bacon in the morning, then freshly baked cookies in the afternoon and evening. In the cafe, there was a gas fireplace on the left side, with a table and couches for a cozier feel. On the right side, a wide window overlooked a clear beach and all around the cafe, there were pastel-colored tables with white wooden chairs. Each small section of tables had a different color theme: some had a pastel blue table with a blue rim on the top of the chairs and the other tables were designed the same but with different colors. The light gray walls brightened the space and the glass shelf near the cashier displayed an array of freshly baked treats. They were so tempting that it was rare for someone to leave the cafe without a cookie.

Nell noticed her friends sitting at the pastel-pink-themed table, which was the longest table there. Charlotte, her childhood best friend, was sitting beside Miles. Charlotte wore her long, blonde hair in a messy bun. Her hazel green eyes matched the green jacket she wore over her black leggings and hoodie. Miles wore baggy brown sweatpants and a beige long-sleeve that hugged his arms. His skin was tan, which made his crystal blue eyes stand out. He was picking something out of his tangled black hair with one hand and scrubbing something off his face with the other.

He was her friend since freshman year of high school and he was always the messy one. James sat across from Charlotte with his arms behind his head. He was the kind of person who could make any place he went to feel like home. He wore a brown and black winter jacket with black pants. His hair was a dark brown and his brown eyes appeared large behind the lenses of his glasses. He laughed at something Lily said, his pearly white teeth almost sparkling in the light. Ace sat beside James with his arm around Lily, sitting so close, that they could probably feel each other’s hearts pounding.

Both of them wore brown winter coats with fur around the hood. Lily wore black leggings and boot socks, and Ace wore black sweatpants. Lily’s blonde hair, cut to her shoulders, had been straightened. Ace’s dark brown hair was thick and stuck out a little at the top. The two of them looked at each other, their brown eyes staring at each other for a moment. Ace must have said something cute to her. They had been high school sweethearts, they even had matching wristbands with their first date engraved in them. It was super cheesy but they didn’t care. Nothing has ever stopped them from being together and they swear that nothing ever could.

Nell walked up to the counter.

“Hey, Nell, nice to see you! Vanilla latte?” PB asked. PB, or Paul Bramwell, was the owner of the restaurant. He always wore his black work t-shirt with his name tag on the top right side. He was tall and quite lean. His eyes were a dark brown that matched the color of his pants. Regular customers usually called him Peanut because of his initials. PB is like saying peanut butter, which is where his nickname came from. Even his hair was the same color as peanut butter. He liked giving customers nicknames too, and he was really good with names to faces. He knew almost everyone’s name after their first visit.

“As usual,” Nell responded with a smile. After a few seconds of waiting, Paul was back with her latte and a small paper bag. “Got you a cookie too, fresh outta the oven! You look like you could use a little cheerin’; it’s on the house.”

“Thanks, Peanut.” Nell smiled again and went to join her friends at the table.

“Hey, there she is!” Charlotte stood and wrapped her arms around Nell.

“Hey, guys, what did I miss?” Nell asked the group.

“Literally nothing, just the normal. Although James spoiled the ending to the book I was reading so that’s cool,” Lily said. James reached over and playfully punched Lily’s shoulder. Nell giggled and took a seat next to Charlotte, and the group ate their breakfast and chatted until the smell of fresh cookies filled their noses, and they parted.

Nell had the day off from Woodland’s Design and Business Inc. During hours, Nell was responsible for completing commissions for small or large companies, mainly consisting of logos, business cards, and gameplay characters. She would come up with the visual layout of the creation and the final product in sketch or animated form, and if the company agreed with the design choice, they would pay her what they offered her. Most prices ranged between $5,000 to $10,000 per commission depending on what design she created. It wouldn’t make a financial difference for Nell if she wanted to take her eyes off a computer screen for a week.

Nell was driving back to her hometown when she decided to take a walk in Woodland Trails. After moments of driving, she pulled up to the first open trail. There were no cars parked in the lot, which most likely meant she had the trails to herself. The hiking area had very few entrance trails surrounding it, only one of the trails had a big parking lot. On nice, warm days, the parking lot would be packed but it was rare for people to be here now considering that it was winter.

Nell began her walk. She carried only her camera and keys with her, leaving her wallet in the car.

The trails were long and many had unique features. In one trail, there would be rustic abandoned cars, while another would have a flowing water stream, now frozen, that led to a stone path in the shallow water. Nell liked to walk all five of them but usually, it would only take her about an hour and a half. The first trail Nell walked was the one with the rusted cars. There weren’t many but it was still a cool sight to see. She stopped a few times to capture some photos of them because she had never done so before. She always liked to keep a portfolio of her favorite photos she took so she could sell prints.

Photography was always Nell’s passion but she believed it wouldn’t get her enough money. She grew up drawing designs and creating her own little cartoon characters, and surprisingly she was very good at it for her age. She was the greatest designer in her region, and that’s why Woodland’s Design and Business Inc. was her best choice.

Nell reached the end of the first hiking trail. The only way to get to the second trail was to cross a wooden bridge. It arched over a clear, freshwater river that flowed very calmly underneath. Nell took another couple of photos and continued to the next trail.

After a long time of walking, Nell came to a dead stop in the middle of the path when she heard a tree branch crack loudly in the distance. She ignored it and continued to walk. It’s probably just a coyote, Nell thought and peered around for any animals nearby. There were no animals but she spotted a cool-looking deformation on an old pine tree. She crouched to the ground and lifted the eyepiece off the camera to focus.

Her camera clicked as she took another photo.

Craaaaaack!

This time, the noise was much closer.

She shot up and whipped around in the direction it came from but saw nothing. I should probably get going before I freak myself out.

After just a short moment of time, another loud crack and the sound of a rustling bush immediately got Nell’s attention. She brought herself to a stop and just listened, very carefully, staring in the direction the noise came from. All she could hear now was the sound of the cold wind gently brushing the treetops. She continued to stare for a few moments into the wooded area.

A huge, black and red figure suddenly scurried out from a big snow pile and into a bush nearby.

“What the fuck was that?” Nell asked herself. Without an answer, she began to run as fast as she could out of the hiking trails, carefully trying to keep her camera from flying out of her hands.

She was running out of breath but it didn’t bother her. She was just a few more trails until the exit. Nell’s chest hurt with the amount of running she had been doing. I have to start running more often, she thought as she ran, trying to get her mind off of what she had seen.

What if it’s following me? she thought and whipped her head around to check but there was nothing there. As soon as she turned her head back to the direction she had been running, she slammed into a black figure that stood in the path, knocking the air out of her and sending her tumbling to the ground. Her camera slipped out of her hands and flew across the air, smashing onto a nearby rock with the sound of a crack. Nell scurried backward and away from the black figure. She peered up.

It’s just a person, Nell thought, taking deep breaths. She stood up slowly, staring at a man who looked down at her with no expression on his face. He wore a long, black jacket, black pants, and work boots. His hair was hidden under his top hat and his mouth was covered by a scarf that wrapped around his neck a few times. He looked very thin with his noticeable cheekbones, and he had dark bags under his dark brown eyes. “I’m so sorry, Sir,” Nell began. “I freaked myself out in the woods. Well, not just myself, my brother is here with me too.” Nice save, Nell, she thought to herself sarcastically.

“But anyways, I was running and thought he was chasing me, I didn’t mean to run into you like that.” Nell finished but the man didn’t respond. Instead, he stepped a few feet closer to Nell.

She slowly took a step back and the man stopped.

“How do I get out of here?” He asked her in a quiet voice. Nell took a second to think. She turned and pointed to a cut-off trail on the left that led deeper into the woods.

“Well, if you follow this trail, it will lead you to the trail with the vines. Continue down that trail and it’ll lead you straight out to the parking lot.” Nell smiled but the man wasn’t looking in the direction she was pointing. Instead, he was staring directly at her, almost studying her.

“Thank you,” he said in almost a whisper and stared at her for a final few seconds. He smirked and sped off to the left trail, disappearing into the thick overgrowth.

Puzzled by what had just happened, Nell went over to her camera and carefully picked it up. She brushed off the snow and saw that the screen was fine but when she turned it over, the lens was shattered.

“There goes my $3000 camera,” Nell said and took off running again.

After about three minutes, Nell finally reached the end of the trail and slowed to a walk. By the time she reached her car, she had caught her breath. She fumbled her keys out of her pocket and hopped in the driver’s seat.

As soon as she sat down, she noticed a small sticky note that stuck to the hood of her car. With caution, Nell got out of the car and reached for the sticky note. She brought it closer to her face to read the black lettering.

‘Nice seeing you, Nelly’

Her heart started pounding with fear as she hurried back into her car, started it up, and sped off onto the road for home.

Nell spent the rest of the late evening in bed worrying about the man in the trails. Although she had a movie playing on her TV, all she could focus on was how strange her hike had been.

Maybe he’s actually a nice man, just oblivious, Nell thought.

No, that wasn’t it. She couldn’t specifically say why but she just had a strong feeling. If he knew what her car looked like and knew who she was, perhaps he also knew where she lived. Is it possible that he followed her home? Maybe he’s outside waiting for the right time to break in, or he’s spying on her through her bedroom window.

Nell quit overthinking.

“My curtains are closed anyway,” she said to herself. After a while in bed, the softness of the comforter and the smell of her lavender essential oil diffuser made her feel very tired. She closed her eyes and fell asleep.

Nell woke up in the middle of the night and rolled out of bed. It was really dark, so she made her way through her room with caution, feeling for any of her toys or teddy bears that might trip her. When she reached the stairs, she used the railings to lighten her footsteps all the way down to the main floor. She tiptoed her way down the hall and into the bathroom to avoid waking up her parents.

Nell wished she could have her own bathroom upstairs so she wouldn’t have to worry about being so quiet, but the walk downstairs didn’t bother her. She finished up and began to make her way back to her room when she noticed that the door of her father’s office was slightly ajar.

That wasn’t open before, Nell thought. Intrigued by her curiosity, she opened the office door to reveal an almost empty room with a window directly across from her. Although the night made the house appear so dark, there was a light source coming from outside the window. There were two glowing lights that seemed to be a set of flashlights. L.E.D. lighting maybe? The metal desk lamp and file cabinet in the room reflected a vibrant blue color, and every few moments, the lights would flicker off and then on again.

Her eyes began to adjust to the room and she was able to make out what the lights were. Those were eyes, both equally big in size and narrow in shape. She was curious to know what the eyes belonged to, so she took a step into the room.

Suddenly, the door swung fully open and she was pulled out of the room with a strong force. She turned to see who it was. “Nell, why are you up so late? And what have I told you about staying out of my office?” Her father was fierce. As he spoke, Nell peered behind her into the office to the window but the eyes were no longer there.






Chapter 3

Nell shot up from the bed. She tensed a little at the thought of seeing her father in her dream. It felt as though the dream actually happened, it felt so real, but it was all in her head. She shook the thoughts from her head and stretched her arms out wide. She gazed across the room to see the time.

9:10 a.m.

It’s going to be a long day today, she thought and made her way to the kitchen for breakfast.

Nell spent the whole morning and early afternoon at work developing a cartoon character for a video game company called Game Incorporation, or G.I. for short. Every commission she had consisted of the same thing, which was sketching and then constructing characters with unique abilities and features. Today, she had to create a child-friendly monster. Some of her time was spent drawing ideas in her sketchbook and the rest staring at a computer screen. Although the day seemed to be long already, she really enjoyed creating this character. It was a blue and yellow fuzzy creature with big eyes and two horns.

It had big bear-like feet, three-fingered hands, two dull fangs, and blue spots. Its specialty was rolling, breathing fireballs, and double jumping.

“This is perfect,” Jeremy Hule, owner of the video game company, said out loud to his crew. “You did a fantastic job there, Mrs. Cede.”

“Thank you,” Nell responded. After her shift, she packed her bag with her laptop and notebooks and drove off. Unsurprisingly, she made about $8,000 in one day.

As she drove, she sent a quick text to Charlotte.

Nelly: Meet me at the cafe! Get everyone there, I’ll be there in 15.

Char: OK. What for?

Nelly: Something weird happened to me yesterday…

Char: OK, on it:)

Once Nell got to the cafe, everyone had already been there. She entered the cafe with the smell of freshly baked cookies. Charlotte noticed her right away and waved her over. “This better be good, a new episode of my show just released,” James said with a laugh. Lily playfully punched him in the shoulder. Ace shot Lily and James a look.

“It is. So I—”

“S-sorry, just so we are clear when did this happen?” Charlotte said.

“Right after we were at the cafe.”

“Got it.”

Nell continued, “I took the rest of the day off of work. So after we met, I went to those hiking trails by my place. I know them well and I also know that there’s only one parking lot by the entrance and no nearby houses. Anyways, I pull up and there are no cars. I must’ve freaked myself out because I kept hearing these branches crack and bushes moving, and…” Nell paused and stared off to the window.

“And what?” Lily said, leaning over the table almost dunking her hoodie strings in her latte.

Nell leaned closer and spoke in a whisper, “And there was this thing in the woods, like some animal. Honestly, it wasn’t like anything I’ve ever seen before.”

“Can you describe it?” James asked.

“Well, not really, it moved too quickly. But trust me, at that moment, I knew I should run, and so I did. I didn’t stop running until I got out of there. I felt like I was being followed by it. Then the weirdest part happened.” Nell paused again.

Paul came over to their table with a plate of cookies.

“They’re on the house, we made too many.” He winked.

“Thanks, Peanut,” James said. Everyone grabbed a cookie to eat as Nell continued her story.

“So I’m running still and out of nowhere, this man was standing in front of me. I ran right into him but this guy just stood there, like a brick wall. I said sorry to him but he didn’t budge. And right after I got up, he started walking closer to me and then asked how to get out of the trails. I showed him the wrong way so I could leave the trails alone but he just stared at me the whole time. He still went in the direction I pointed at and I ran to my car and found this sticky note on the hood.” Nell pulled the note out of her bag and handed it over to James.

“Nice seeing you, Nelly?” James read.

“Yeah. And the weirdest part is, I didn’t even recognize the guy but he knew
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