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The campfire crackles, sending sparks spiraling into the inky sky, while its warmth barely holds back the encroaching chill of the night. Beyond the circle of light, the forest is dark, dense, and impenetrable. The wind threads through the branches, producing an eerie howl that sends shivers down our spines, as if the trees were whispering secrets to each other. Shadows leap and twirl on the forest floor, forming shapes that seem almost alive, causing our hearts to race with the thought of unseen creatures lurking just out of sight. We sit huddled close, the orange glow painting our faces, sharing tales that make our skin prickle. Occasionally, a branch snaps in the distance, making us jump and clutch each other tighter, as if that might ward off whatever ancient, malevolent presence that could still wander these woods. Some of those chilling stories we share by the campfire might contain a kernel of truth, a sinister echo of something ancient and evil that prowls the woods, refusing to be forgotten...
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By Erika M Szabo

Dennis Marlow, a lanky accountant, and his two best buddies were embarking on a camping adventure in the sprawling Catskill Mountains. As they headed North on the Thruway, Dennis turned to Patrick, who was lounging comfortably in the passenger seat, and inhaled deeply. “Can you smell the clean air?” he asked, his voice filled with exhilaration. Patrick sighed contentedly and leaned back, his eyes tracing the lush tapestry of trees and bushes that stretched across nearly every inch beside the highway. “A whole lot better than in Manhattan, that’s for sure,” he remarked, the vibrant greenery a welcome contrast to the concrete jungle they had left behind.

They were approaching exit 21 when Whitney Houston’s soulful voice burst from the car radio. “My favorite,” Dennis chuckled, his enthusiasm bubbling over as he began to sing along. His voice, loud and unrestrained, resonated above the booming speakers, belting out, “I wanna dance with somebody.” With each beat, he drummed the rhythm on the steering wheel, his fingers tapping in time with the music. The SUV swayed gently from side to side, executing a slight slalom in the middle lane as the infectious energy of the song filled the vehicle.

“Cut it out, Dennis!” Patrick bellowed, his voice booming over the din inside the car. Patrick was a short, stocky bus driver with a gruff demeanor, and right now, he was pressing his hands tightly against his ears. “You sing like a neutered donkey,” he added with a grimace, his face scrunched up in exaggerated annoyance.

“That’s called gelding,” Dennis laughed. “And I’m far better looking than a donkey!”

“I have to give you that, but you still can’t sing, buddy,” chuckled Patrick.

“Fellas!” came a weak voice from the back seat. Joe, a skinny, balding plumber in his mid-forties, looked as if he were about to turn green. He leaned forward and tapped Dennis’s shoulder with a shaky hand. “I’m gonna be sick,” Joe muttered, his voice barely above a whisper, as if any louder might tip the balance of his queasy stomach.

Dennis, caught up in his own off-key serenade, suddenly looked sheepish. “Sorry, buddy, I got caught up in the moment,” he admitted, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment. He quickly reached for the volume knob, turning the music down to a more tolerable level. With a gentle touch, he eased off the accelerator, allowing the car to glide smoothly along the road, restoring a sense of calm to the vehicle’s interior.

After exiting the Thruway, Dennis took Route 23, winding through the lush, rolling landscape, and then turned onto Route 145, admiring the breathtaking scenery as it unfolded around them. Just when the ride was getting too long and boring, Dennis looked at his GPS and murmured, “Okay, we’re almost there,” his voice tinged with anticipation. 

“Almost there, where?” Joe asked, his curiosity piqued as he gazed out the window at the verdant fields and towering trees.

“I told you we’re meeting the guide I hired in Preston Hollow,” Dennis reminded his friend with a knowing smile, the excitement of the impending adventure evident in his voice.

“Oh, yeah,” Joe mumbled, nodding slowly as the realization dawned on him. “Right.”

After driving in silence for a few more miles, they finally arrived at their destination: a weathered, two-story house nestled in the tranquil enclave of a small town, Preston Hollow. The structure, with its faded paint and creaky wooden steps, exuded a rustic charm. On the porch, an old man sat in a rocking chair, the gentle creak of wood accompanying his rhythmic motion. He set his well-worn pipe down on a small, round table beside him and rose to greet them. He eyed the trio with a hint of amusement, noting their city-bred appearance, and thought to himself how scrawny and pale they seemed in contrast to the robust mountain folk. With a warm smile, he called out, “Welcome to the mountains, folks. Tonight, I’ll cook you up a juicy steak, and after a restful night’s sleep, we’ll begin our ascent up the mountain in the morning.”

“Sounds great, Mr. Jones!” Dennis exclaimed enthusiastically as he clasped the old man’s weathered hand in a firm handshake. “For the next two weeks, you’re going to guide us through the vast and untamed wilderness.” 

“And watch over us,” Joe chimed in, his eyes gleaming with a hopeful smile that creased the corners of his mouth.

Mr. Jones raised his bushy eyebrows slightly, acknowledging their words with a nod before leading them down a narrow hallway to their rustic yet cozy rooms. 

Exhausted from a three-hour drive through scenic landscapes, the trio eagerly indulged in a refreshing shower, letting the warm water wash away the fatigue of travel, and then succumbed to a long, deep nap. By the time they awoke, the golden hues of the setting sun were just beginning to dip behind the majestic, towering mountain, casting long shadows across the land. They ventured outside to the sprawling backyard, where Mr. Jones sat comfortably beside a crackling, inviting fire. The air was rich with the mouth-watering aroma of sizzling barbecue, which mingled with the crisp, cool evening breeze.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” Mr. Jones announced with a warm smile, gesturing toward the rough-hewn logs encircling the crackling fire. The flickering flames cast a cozy glow over their makeshift dining area. 

After devouring a perfectly cooked steak accompanied by roasted vegetables, Dennis leaned back, contentedly patting his belly. “Mr. Jones,” he said, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled over them. “As I mentioned during our phone call, we’re hoping to camp in Whisper Hollow. I couldn’t find it on the map, but a friend of mine heard about it and said that it’s a breathtaking spot. He said there is a serene lake there, great for casting lines for fish and for wandering along the winding trails through the dense woods. Could you tell us more about this place?”

The old man’s demeanor shifted as he drew in a sharp, deliberate breath at the mention of Whisper Hollow. His weathered face, illuminated by the firelight, suddenly seemed more shadowed. “You don’t wanna go there,” he murmured, his voice barely above a whisper, yet carrying an unmistakable note of caution.

“Why not?” Patrick pressed, curiosity piqued by the unexpected reaction.

Mr. Jones swallowed hard, a hint of unease flickering in his eyes. “My wife can tell you about it,” he said, his voice carrying the weight of unspoken stories. He turned toward the quaint, weathered house and shouted, “Maria!” 

A statuesque woman in her seventies emerged gracefully at the door. She wiped her hands on a flour-streaked apron, evidence of her evening spent in the kitchen. “Do you need anything?” she asked, her voice warm and inviting, like a comforting melody.

“Come, sit with us,” the old man beckoned, his tone gentle yet insistent. “These folks want to camp in Whisper Hollow. Tell them the legend of that place.” His words hung in the air, hinting at tales woven with mystery and time.

“Oh,” Maria sighed and sat on a log. “I don’t like to tell that legend, but here it goes. Long ago, nestled deep in the mountains, stood a solitary cabin enveloped by foreboding, untamed woods. These woods were a tangle of gnarled branches and thick underbrush, their presence both intimidating and mysterious. The locals had named the area Whisper Hollow. The name is derived from the strange phenomenon that occurred there. On a calm, still night, as moonlight filtered through the canopy, one might catch the faint murmur of voices drifting among the trees. These were not the songs of night birds nor the rustle of the wind, but distinct words carried on the air, soft, elusive whispers that seemed to bear chilling warnings from the depths of the forest itself.”

Mr. Jones lit his pipe and watched the three friends hanging onto every word Maria said. I hope that after hearing the legend, they will be spooked enough and camp in Sleepy Meadow. He wished.

Maria continued, “In a secluded cabin nestled deep within the whispering woods, there once lived a man named Simon. Known as a reclusive logger, Simon was a figure of mystery who vanished one frigid winter without a trace, leaving behind only whispers and speculation. The townsfolk murmured tales of a pact he allegedly forged with something ancient and enigmatic lurking in the heart of the forest. In exchange for safe passage through the dense, towering trees and an abundance of timber, Simon would leave offerings—carefully arranged food, intricate trinkets, and even torn pages from the journal that held his innermost thoughts. Yet, inexplicably, the offerings ceased. And on one chilling night, under the watchful gaze of a crescent moon, Simon disappeared, swallowed by the shadows of the forest.”

“Did they ever find out what happened to him?” Patrick asked, a slight shiver climbing up his spine.

“When I was a young girl,” Maria continued, “a group of hikers stumbled upon his cabin, remarkably well-preserved despite the passage of time. It stood quietly among the towering trees, its wooden walls weathered but sturdy. Outside, a solitary chair was positioned, its back slightly tilted as if inviting a visitor to pause and gaze into the dense, whispering woods. On the seat lay a yellowed note, edges curling with age, bearing a cryptic message: ‘If you sit, they’ll speak. If you speak back, they’ll follow you home.’ The words seemed to hum with an eerie promise, echoing in the stillness of the forest.”

“What happened then?” Dennis asked, leaning forward.

“There was an adventurous hiker, feeling bold, who dared to sit on the mysterious chair. He claimed to have heard a soft whisper floating through the air, calling his name, followed by a second voice, eerily identical to his own, echoing back. Spooked, he bolted from the spot and never went back. The legend says the chair remains there to this day. On certain misty mornings, when the thick fog cascades down the mountain like a ghostly blanket, you can hear those phantom voices drifting through the damp air, beckoning, probing to see if anyone dares to respond. The hiker who heard whispers didn’t merely run; he was marked, as if the forest had claimed him. For weeks afterward, peculiar and unsettling phenomena plagued him. Mysterious footprints, imprinted deeply in the ash around his tent, appeared overnight, their origins unknown. Tree sap oozed with an unsettling crimson hue, as if the very trees wept blood. And most disconcerting of all, his own reflection in mirrors and still waters grinned back at him with an eerie, knowing smile, even when his own lips remained still. They say the chair at the cabin still waits for someone to sit. But it’s no ordinary seat. It’s a vessel, carved from wood touched by The Warden. Anyone who sits is asked one question: ‘Do you know the name of the forest’s guardian?’ If you answer wrong... you never leave. Or worse—you leave with something inside you.”

The three friends sat in silence, glancing at each other. “Maybe...” Patrick said. “Maybe we should set up camp closer to town.”

Mr. Jones nodded. “There is a beautiful valley about 10 miles from town with a crystal-clear creek for trout fishing and a lake nearby,” he suggested.

“Yes!” Joe cried. “I don’t want to be near that cabin with a chair and the Warden. I need a relaxing two-week vacation with fresh air, swimming in a clean lake, and cooking trout on the open fire.”

Dennis and Patrick nodded in agreement.
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Henry Walks the Night
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By David W. Thompson

It was a warm spring day in my youth. The fish were eager to throw off the winter doldrums, invigorated by the lukewarm waters surrounding them. But as the shadows grew long, the chill of the evening settled in our bones. We huddled near the fire to embrace its warmth—except for Henry.

Henry was our token “old guy.” None of us knew his last name or where he came from. He appeared like a mist from the shadows whenever we camped here. He was a mysterious, good-natured sort who knew every hole that held trout, and we welcomed his arrival. He’d sit beyond the heat of our flickering campfire and listen to our morbid ghost stories with an odd smile on his pale lips, but he never volunteered a tale. We’d decided it was time to change that.

“Ah, you lads humor an old man,” Henry said, “but my tales are too dark for innocent ears.”

“Unfair, Henry. You’ve listened to our stories for years...”

“Is it fairness you want? If that’s the price of admission, I’ll pay my share. I know such a story of justice, though I doubt it will seem so through youthful eyes. And it’s a love story. Will that do?”

We nodded our approval.

“Before you lads were a twinkle in your father’s eyes, we lived in a lovely home. It was beautiful in the light of day when the sun cast off the shadows of my torment. Merriam was my betrothed and was stunning in any light. She owned my heart.

“But when he came, I feared my concern for her was misconstrued—made into something it was not. But the change in her was too noticeable to ignore. Had I wronged her? Was there a special event or anniversary I’d forgotten?

“We welcomed him into our home as if he was a long-lost friend. Embraced him like a brother as he crossed our threshold from the cold. Lost in the wilderness, he’d said. Starving and covered in ice, we drew him to our hearth, and oh, how he repaid us—repaid me.

“Overnight, she and William became best friends, sharing things that should remain unsaid. Things she liked and didn’t, but it wasn’t about her favorite meals or reading preferences, but things only a husband should hear.

“She grew colder toward me, my Merriam, my heart. William spurned me in my home as if I was the unwanted guest. What was I to do? I wished for someone to talk to, but since we met, only Merriam existed. My love was true, and my trust was absolute. Was I a fool?

Their laughter floated through the mansion. Hers was light and flirtatious like a schoolgirl, his dark and ominous. But silence greeted me when I entered the room. I was well-read in literature but illiterate in the writings of the heart. Wealth breeds isolation, I’m told, and I’d known both in quantity.

I’d trade that wealth to see love reflected in her eyes again, but the two of them laughed all night & slept all day. No longer in my bed, nor William’s—but had she fallen for him? Could a love such as ours be so casually discarded?

“I woke to the full moon shining through my window and sensed the change in the air. I felt her calling to me in my mind, as clear as a shout. She beckoned me to her bed, and I flew to her. Merriam’s arms were thrown wide, her flesh pale, and her lips crimson. ‘I’m cold. Kiss me,’ she said.

“At the kiss, she turned and slid her teeth into my neck. Oh, the bliss I knew at her touch renewed! She drew on my essence, and we were one again and forevermore. My vision blurred as her words caressed me... and saved me.

“‘I love you,’ she said. ‘This is William’s gift; now, he must die.’

Henry stood, his eyes glowing unnaturally.

“William paid for his disrespect and knowledge of us.”

He smiled a toothsome smile. “Now I’ve shared my secret, lads, and you will share William’s fate.”

His eyes, burning with hellfire, terrified me, but Jim and Ricky didn’t notice. They smiled and, in their mirth, paused a moment too long. I dashed into the darkness, and their screams followed me. I spent the night cowering in the shadow of a cross some long-forgotten penitent soul erected years before.

I never saw Ricky or Jim again, but their spirits haunt me. They torment my dreams and call me a coward. Are they the source of the knocks at my window late at night? Those with no visible source? Has Henry returned to reclaim his prey?

I cannot say, but now you, too, know the tale! Beware the darkness, the mysteries in the fog, and the whispers of the wind. Henry walks the night.
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The Legend of the Mysterious Cabin
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By Erika M Szabo

The fire crackled and sparks flew in the dim light, casting a warm glow over the faces of the group huddling around it. The flames reached for the sky, providing much-needed heat against the chilly night air. Jack, Peter, the twin brothers Sam and Charlie, all in their late sixties, sat together by the fire with beers in their hands.

They had grown up in the same small town near the woods. After graduating, three of them moved away to start their adult lives in different states. Only Jack remained, marrying his high school sweetheart and starting his own construction business.

“Tell us a story, Jack,” Sam said. “Like in the good old times when we were young.”

“Yes, those were good times,” Jack sighed. “We were young and carefree. We all thought we could change the world.”

They sat deep in their thoughts for a while. The fire continued to crackle and pop as Jack’s deep voice filled the silence. The group leaned closer, anticipating a good story. “My grandfather told me about the cabin after the Witherby brothers disappeared.”

“I remember!” Peter said. “The whole town was looking for them for weeks.”

“And they were never found,” Jack replied, poking at the fire with a stick. “That’s when my grandpa told me about the legend. He said that deep in these woods, there is a cabin. A cabin that holds secrets and mysteries beyond our understanding.”

Sam’s eyes widened with curiosity. “What kind of secrets?” he asked.

Jack’s lips curved into a sad smile before continuing, “The legends say that anyone who finds this cabin and dares to enter will never return.”

The group fell silent, the air seemed to chill with each passing moment, and Jack’s words hung in the air like a heavy fog.

“But...but that can’t be true,” Charlie stammered, breaking the tension. “People go hiking in these woods all the time and come back just fine.”

Jack’s expression displayed anxiety as he slowly replied, “That may be so, but those hikers didn’t search for the cabin.”

Peter leaned forward, his hands gripping his knees tightly. “So, what happens to those who find it? Do they just disappear into thin air?”

Jack’s gaze seemed to intensify as he spoke again. “Some say the cabin is a portal to another dimension; that’s why no bodies were ever found.”

A chill ran down Sam’s spine as he imagined himself stumbling upon this mysterious cabin and being trapped somewhere forever.

“Do you know where this cabin is?” Peter asked eagerly.

Jack’s expression darkened at the question. “I do...and I have seen it with my own eyes. But I didn’t go inside,” he paused for a moment before adding quietly. “And I will never lead anyone there.”

“Why not?” Charlie asked.

“Because if the legend is true, once you enter that cabin, there is no turning back,” Jack responded gravely.

The crackle of the fire seemed to intensify at this statement as if emphasizing the danger and mystery surrounding the mysterious cabin. The group sat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts, and a sense of unease settled over them.

Sam shivered and wondered if there was any truth to this legend and what secrets may lie hidden within the depths of the forest. His mind raced with questions and couldn’t shake the feeling that they were not alone in these woods, that something was watching them from the shadows.

Suddenly, a loud crack echoed through the forest, causing all of them to jump. “What was that?” Charlie whispered, his voice trembling with fear.

“Probably just a fallen tree branch or an animal,” Jack reassured them gruffly. But even he seemed a little on edge.

As if on cue, another loud noise rang out, followed by rustling in the bushes nearby. The group huddled closer to the fire, their eyes darting around.

Sam’s heart pounded in his chest as he scanned the darkness for any glimpse of movement. “Maybe we should head back to town,” he suggested nervously.

But before they could move, dark figures emerged from the shadows. As they got closer to the fire, the group saw them clearly. Just two old guys. Sam thought, relieved. The men’s faces were weathered and wrinkled with age, their clothes tattered, and their long grey hair hung loosely around their shoulders.

The group was surprised by the sight of the disheveled old men, unsure of what to do or say.

“Are you lost?” Jack finally managed to ask, his voice shaking.

One of the old men let out a low chuckle that sent shivers down Jack’s spine. “Nope, we know these woods, we live here, just like you.”
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