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The Lady from the Darkness

By J.J. Caler
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Lost and Found

 

This time, there was blood on my hands.

Day after day, I’d moved deeper into this tangled forest in the Ozark mountains. Sliding down steep ravines, clawing my way back out on the other side. Cutting my way through thick brush and vines, while avoiding poison ivy and snakes. I was disconnected from the world. I had lost my friends over the years, some to time, some to distance, others to disputes. Society had become overwhelmingly negative, and even my own feelings gravitated toward the downside of everything. I was tired of people and I wanted solitude.

I learned at a young age that people will let you down. But I didn’t let it make me uncaring. I put up a wall to keep everyone at a distance, but I still felt pain for others. This was another thing I needed to escape from, a weight I wanted to put down. For a moment I questioned why I was still struggling to stay alive. Maybe it would be easier to let the cat win and end this pain inside. The pain she left when she tore my heart in half.

Exhaustion made my legs tremble as I ran. But I couldn’t seem to outdistance the mountain lion, I could hear it crashing through the forest behind me. My panting breath, deafening and ragged, and the roaring of my blood pounding in my ears. I grabbed the trunk of a dogwood to break my fall… then I heard the growl. I felt a rush of air and a swipe near my arm. I yanked my hand away, but not before the cat's claw tore through my sleeve. I glanced down briefly to see a fresh gash in the fabric. A cool rush emanated through my body.

The lion hit the tree and tumbled onto its side, losing its momentum, but I couldn’t look back at this point. This cat was already on top of me and it wasn’t stopping anytime soon. The ground was saturated and my feet skidded on the slippery leaves. I just managed to regain my balance in time to leap over a rocky stream bed that cut into the hillside. The channel was shallow and easy to clear, but my landing was precarious.

My footing slipped and I fell hard on my behind. The impact sent me off the edge of a steep ravine.

For just a split second, I felt fear overtake me at the distance I was about to fall. It was a good forty feet to the bottom.

I began sliding down the hill feet first, the loose soil and small rocks breaking loose beneath me. There was little traction and I was causing a small avalanche of gravel.

I grabbed onto outcroppings to keep my head above my feet, but the descent was chaotic. As one stone was ripped from my hand, I twisted to grab a sapling which either tore from the ground, or burned across my palm.

As I continued to bounce and fall, I noticed the mountain lion leaping to an overhanging tree and down to a boulder, still in pursuit.

Completely out of control, all I could do was let gravity help me gain the speed I needed to escape the persistent feline that had apparently set its eyes on me for an afternoon meal.

When my feet hit the bottom, I let the momentum swing me forward and I began to run, crouched low, across the rocky beach.

I heard a snarl and I glanced back. The tan cat was right behind me with its teeth bared. It was frothing at the mouth from the run I was giving it.

I didn’t hesitate. I dove headfirst into the dark green channel, which was at high water after a week of rain in the mountains. The river was swollen and turbulent, the normally gentle current now a raging torrent filled with debris from the flooding. I began to thrash toward the other bank, hoping the raging water was enough to discourage the mountain lion, obviously wiser in the ways of the forest than I was.

My heart pounded as I fought to move across the river while keeping my head above the surface. The backpack was filling with water, pulling me down into the current, which was much stronger than I had anticipated. Losing it wasn't an option; everything I needed to survive was inside.

I struggled to free myself from the heavy burden before it drowned me. All of my movements were once again out of my control, and I had no idea where the mountain lion was. Kicking and trying to keep myself above water with one hand, I pulled desperately on the backpack with the other. I didn’t even see the rocks coming when my body slammed into the unforgiving rapids.

I swung the cumbersome pack in front of myself, attempting to use it as a buffer between me and the beating the boulders had in store. The river tossed me like a pinball. I could feel every blow as the stones tried to crush my ribs and arms. But I caught a break. The pack wedged in between two large stones. I quickly put my arm through the straps and managed to hold on and catch my breath.

For a few seconds I became complacent, feeling marginally safer from drowning, but I remembered I was supposed to be lunch too. My eyes shot toward the bank and the big cat was sitting, watching me intently from across the river. There was a long scar next to one of his eyes and another ran back across its shoulder blade.

“Frack you, kitty!” I let out with a gasp, moving into a more stable position as the river tugged at my body relentlessly. Even though I was no longer running or swimming, holding my position here was exhausting. I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer. Up ahead was more white water and killer boulders. Behind wasn’t an option, the current was too strong and constant and the churning waters were filled with branches and other debris, adding to the danger. The only way out was toward the opposite bank.

I reached to my left and got a firm hold on the outer edge of the larger of the two boulders that had the pack pinned, and pulled myself over as far as I thought I safely could. With a huge yank, I freed the pack and dragged it toward myself and I began the careful voyage from one rock to the next, moving to the bank away from the hungry animal who was still sizing me up for its meal.

In a series of short and painful rides through the raging water to the next pounding stone, I made my way to the bank, letting go of the last stone and allowing the current to carry me to the shore.

I fell back on dry land and waited for my heart to stop trying to tear through my chest. I glanced across the river and saw the mountain lion had moved downriver a little way. It was relaxing near a bend where debris had bunched up, clearly expecting me to end up there for an easy catch. The cat's eyes never left me, still hoping for a tasty morsel, but he didn’t seem as interested as he was before. It was as if he was just toying with me all this time.

I sat up and poured the water out of the pack. I kept one eye on the angry wildcat and filled both of my canteens from the cloudy river. Every muscle in my body protested, and I winced at the sharp pain in my shoulder from colliding with the rocks. The mountain lion was apparently bored with me now, as it stood up on all fours and turned away from the river to continue its hunting without me. I took a deep breath, steadying myself, and began to walk through the trees.

Time had become a blur. My cell phone, dead for days, was now completely ruined. It felt like only minutes had passed since I left the river, but my hazy mind couldn’t trust my own sense of time… it could have been an hour, or more. Light-headed from blood loss, I stumbled through the woods, unsure if I had blacked out along the way. Three things were clear to me now: I was lost, my pack was growing heavier with every step, and my arm urgently needed attention. I found a spot in the sun and decided to dry myself and my belongings.

I sat down on a fallen tree trunk and poured the contents of my pack onto the ground. A couple of changes of clothes and socks, all soaked. I spread them out on the log. Some tools, several large zip lock bags, holding important things like toilet paper, my journal, some fire-starting material… matches, lighters, small chemical kindling gadgets. What I needed right now was the first aid kit. Luckily, I had put it inside a zip lock too. This arm needed tending. It was still bleeding, but it was slowing. Either it was clotting, or I was running out of blood.

I doused the wound with alcohol and let out an involuntary gasp at the pain. That got the flow going again. I quickly covered it with cotton balls and held it tight for a few moments, reaching my injured arm for the antiseptic cream. I fumbled around for several more minutes, dabbing on the cream and binding the cotton balls with gauze.

Getting my thoughts together, I made an accounting of the thick barrier of thorny bushes that stood in my path. It was the perfect home for rabbits and snakes alike. Something else struck me about this particular wall of vegetation. I got myself up and went to collect the spoils of my find.

“Drat it!” I growled as the sharp thorns tore through the back of my hand. The exertion from the chase had taken its toll on my nerves and my prowess. I stepped back and tried to replace my anger with a happier note as I admired my catch, a small handful of blackberries that were now staining my hands with their dark red juices, their own trails of blood on my hands.

“Worth it…” I mumbled as one of the berries burst beneath the pressure of my teeth. “Oh, my God! I forgot how amazing these tasted out here in the wild.”

I had hiked through the thick woods for a week, moving farther away from humanity and trouble. I occasionally passed small shacks, forgotten and left to return to nature.

Each afternoon, well before dark, I chose a site that gave me the best chance for a safe to sleep. A tight group of trees or a stone bluff that provided some protection from the elements. Most nights were the same. I laid there, looking at my fire, and she returned to haunt my thoughts, like she was right now.

“Why, Ashleigh? Why wasn’t I worth enough to you to just try?”

She was the real reason I was here. She left me so broken I couldn’t function anymore. Couldn't find a reason to go to work, no reason to eat, or even wake up. I got up one day, loaded my pack, and stepped out the front door. As I pulled it closed behind me, I had already decided that this life was no longer mine, and not just the one I had worked for and built over the years. The life I was living.

‘I don’t want this anymore.’ She walked away and never looked back. Her words tore through me. The woman I had cherished and loved just discarded me like an old worn piece of clothing that had fallen out of fashion. Now what we had built together was a constant assault on my very soul.

“Breathe,” I whispered to myself. Even this word entered my mind in her voice. I struggled, pushing her away from my memory, fighting the false hopes I gave myself, somehow, I could find the one thing to turn it all around. It had been months since she left me. I knew hope was dead. And I knew it was my fault.

‘Stop calling me and stop writing me. Just forget I even exist. Forget everything.’

I closed my eyes and held back the tears again, as I sat on the log, savoring my berries. When I opened them, I noticed a strange glittery effect in the air just above and beyond the blackberry bushes. My curiosity took hold and I moved closer to investigate.

Carefully pushing through the thorny growth with my jacket sleeves, I emerged into a clearing. The air was warmer here, and the atmosphere felt enchanted. I looked out across a broad meadow that spread down and across a mild slope, falling off into the thick trees. It was covered in low, soft grass, dotted with small clumps of taller varieties and an assortment of wild berry plants.

At one edge, an impenetrable wall of vines, laden with wild grapes. Right in front of me was a glistening pool of water, stretching out into a small lake, like a boundary marking the end of my travel.

As I stepped closer, the water's surface shimmered in the dim light, ethereal reflections danced and swirled just below its surface. The scene felt otherworldly, magical, yet an undercurrent of eeriness sent a shiver down my spine. My heart pounded in my chest, and I couldn't shake the feeling I was being watched.

This place, this hidden body of water, was calling to me. Everything before my eyes seemed to be enchanted. A garden of Eden, here, hiding in the hills. Plants that didn’t belong here. The way the air smelled. Even the weather was out of place.

The tension I felt was surreal. That feeling, that emotional connection. It didn’t belong. It should have been a warning to me.

‘Run, Jack… Run away as far as you can!’ 
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Eden

 

I could easily have walked around it, but there was something magnetic about the water, something drawing me in with an inexplicable pull.

It was a wide, kidney-shaped pond, about the length and width of a large swimming pool, with shallow edges giving way to a much deeper central area which disappeared into blackness. I moved closer and set down my pack.

A fortress of brush and weeds surrounded the water, but also, some large pockets of wildflowers… daisies, black-eyed Susan’s, even some strange lavender-colored roses. Reds, whites, purples, yellows and oranges.

In front of me was a clear spot that was untouched by any signs of a human having ever been there, and it was carpeted in a thick covering of low-growing grass that was odd for the area, normally covered in some taller varieties. I kicked off my boots and let my bare feet enjoy the softness of nature’s carpet. The restfulness flowed through my body as the warm moist lawn touched the soles of my feet.

I sat down beside the clear water, my attention drawn to a small bunch of flowers. “Gerbera Daisies,” I said out loud, feeling a small smile form at the corner of my eyes. “This was her flower.”

I was puzzled why I didn’t feel the overwhelming sadness I had come to expect when Ashleigh entered my thoughts. I raised my eyes and looked past the flowers, focusing on the water, and I reached out and dipped my fingertips into it.

“Uhh?” I let out without thinking. My senses were overpowered by the strange feeling rushing into my hand and arm. It was warm and soothing, but it gave me a shock. I pulled my hand back. This felt odd, unnatural. It was so cold in the world, and here was this clear water making me feel warm inside.

I sat there and looked deep into the water. On the surface, it was crystal clear, but at the bottom, it was dark and obscure. The small, colorful stones dotted the banks glimmering like tropical fish in a lagoon. Yet, a hidden depth whispered a warning, one the warm sensations and beauty of the water overpowered and hid for me.

Pushing aside my hesitation, I slid my hand fully into the water. The aches from the small cuts I had collected while traversing the forest disappeared instantly. Encouraged, I submerged my arm up to the elbow, past the wound from the mountain lion. The water felt soothing, magical, as if it were healing me from the inside out.

As I bared myself on the lush grass and slid wholly into the water, an unexpected calm washed over me. The bitterness and sarcasm I had accumulated over the years began to dissolve. My haunted memories and the tearing pain in my heart faded into a dull ache,  replaced by a profound sense of peace.

The water stripped away all of the harshness that made up what was left of my protective wall, stripping me bare to leave a surreal feeling of happiness. I’m smiling, I thought to myself, Is it really this simple? To find happiness, you just need to smile?

It was then, as I floated in the embrace of the water, that I saw it… a fleeting image of Ashleigh's face, shimmering beneath the surface. Her eyes, filled with the warmth I once knew, pulled at my heart. I blinked, and the vision vanished, but the connection remained, deepening my bond to this enigmatic body of water.
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I stayed in the water for hours. When I finally got out, I dried off and began looking for materials… trees, branches, whatever I could find. I searched the forest and found just the right trees: willows. I carefully cut away the tiniest branches, like cords of rope, and wound them into a bundle. I chose larger ones, about the thickness of three thumbs, to use for the structure I had in mind.

I built my little house less than a dozen yards from the waterhole. I planned it so that I could lay and watch the reflection of the water at night as I lay down to sleep. Every day, I went into the forest and gathered what I needed and returned to the site by the pond, adding more to the frame.

With my small shovel and some twine, I laid out and dug trenches, setting the larger poles upright and burying their bases into the soil, packing it down hard around them. Next, I bent them into each other at the top, making a peak and tying them all together with the smaller cords. I wove them together in several places in the middle as well, to stabilize the walls. Once I had the frame completed, I began to cake the outside with mud made from soil rich in clay and straw and the waters from my pond, sealing it from the wind and weather.

My home grew, and every dawn and dusk, I soaked in the warmth of the waters of the basin in front of it. Every evening, I would lay in my small hut and let my eyes rest on the reflections of the stars in the water’s surface and dream of other worlds. Of fairy-tale animals and characters. For me, unicorns, strangely colored butterflies, beautiful fairies, and lions flying on eagle wings were all as much a reality as the sun in the sky.

I had found my home, and the pain of losing Ashleigh began to fade away into my memories. Months went by, and I was determined to never leave this place. I gathered wild plants and transplanted them into a garden near my tiny hut. I carefully manicured the plants and shrubs around the banks of the pond.

Every day, this Garden of Eden became more beautiful. I was safe in this world, just me and the waters that protected me and took away my pain. And I would protect this place, and the body of water I had found, from the world outside. It made me feel whole and important. Like I was meant to be here, in this world, and I meant something. I had a purpose now.

Time passed, and very rarely, a few travelers stumbled by. I always greeted them, happy to see a new face, but they were always eager to leave, as if sensing something unsettling about the place that I couldn’t perceive. Their eyes lingered on the pond for a moment, their expressions demonstrating their unease, and they quickly continued on their way.

Eventually, some did stay. One at a time, a special few found a spot down the hill to make their own place under the sun. Even those people didn’t come into my orbit too closely. I pointed the way to another watering hole back in the woods, and they respected my small sanctuary.

Storms came and went, and I weathered them with a smile. In the freezing cold, I sat in the warmth of the water’s embrace. In the pouring rain, turning my face to the sky and thanking it for bringing its freshness.

I felt warmed inside seeing the small wisps of smoke coming from my new neighbors’ tiny shacks. Hearing their laughter echo through the trees made me smile. They were all finding their places away from the bustle beyond the forest.

Not every day, but many, I hiked the small trails to go see what refinements these newcomers had made to their homesteads. It was always a surprise how they found what they needed from the resources that nature gave them. Stones, mud, branches, even bits of litter became new building blocks in their lives.
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