
“The woods are lovely, dark and deep...”
Paul leaned against the tree trunk, silently cursing both Robert Frost and the high school English 
teacher who'd made him read the poem. The woods around him were dark enough, and he'd run 
through them for so long he'd bet they qualified as 'deep. But lovely? Only if tripping over unseen 
roots, or running into low-hanging branches was you idea of fun.
Paul had been on his way to a weekend get-away, a chance to spend a couple of days at his hunting 
cabin in the foothills outside of Challis. He wanted nothing more of life than to find out whether he 
could bag an elk. The clouds had threatened snow, not all that uncommon at the altitude he was at, and 
evening had quickly given way to that pitch-black you only saw in the middle of nowhere. A sharp 
bend in the road masked the tree across the road until the last second.
He remembered the violence of the impact, and seeing the front end of his SUV crumpling, then Paul 
had woken up, face down on the pavement with no idea how he'd gotten there. The SUV and the tree 
were both engulfed in flames, and the sound of 30.06 rounds cooking off kept Paul from trying to 
approach. His phone had been charging, so it was somewhere in the flames. Not that it wouldn't have 
been of much use. Cell coverage in the foothills was spotty at best, and from past experience, he knew 
this area was 100% without a signal.
That was when it had hit him. Standing there, wondering whether he'd be better off hiking back down 
the road in search of someone who'd answer the door this late at night or going ahead to his cabin, he'd 
felt it. He was being watched. Watched not by some forest creature, or even a curious human. No, he 
was being watched by someone, or something, was hunting for him.
Paul had hunted grizzlies in Alaska, and black bears not far from here, and a hunter always knew when 
they were being watched by another hunter. The cold chill down the spine, the constant uneasiness, the 
desire to suddenly turn, knowing if you do it quickly enough, you'll see who's following you...he had 
all those premonitions and more. That was when he'd started running.
He'd climbed the embankment the tree had fallen from and dashed into the wood behind it at close to a 
sprint. Paul had lost track of how many times he'd fallen, or been knocked down, as obstructions 
appeared out of the inky darkness in front of him. When he'd almost run headlong into the massive 
trunk he now leaned against, he'd known he needed to rest no matter how much he wanted to run. His 
lungs burned from gasping for breath, and he became aware that his legs were shaking from sheer 
exhaustion.
But the presence was still there. He felt it as clearly as if whatever stalked him had been shouting. Paul 
couldn't run anymore, no matter how much he wanted to. He patted himself down, feeling the folding 
knife he always carried when in the back country, and pulled it out. A quick flip of his wrist opened it, 
and he felt the blade lock into place. It might be only a little over four inches of steel, but Paul intended
to use it on whatever came at him, to do what he could to pay the ferryman's fee.
Back to the tree, he scanned the forest before him, but nothing moved. It felt as though the entire forest 
was standing stock-still, holding its breath as it waited for the confrontation to begin. Then he saw it. A 
white-clad shape, standing not five feet in front of him. It couldn't be there. Nothing could have 
covered the ground between him and the nearest cover that fast. But it was there….no, she was there. 
His eyes focused now, taking in the details, Paul realized that a girl stood before him. She was slender 
and couldn't have been more than ten or eleven. She was draped in an unadorned white one-piece dress 
the seemed to float around her in a wind Paul couldn't feel. Her hair hung down past her shoulders, a 
cascade of black so dark it seemed to drink in the night itself. Her skin was pale, her face 
expressionless, the eyes that stared at him as lifeless as two stones. Paul knew what he beheld, but his 
mind refused to acknowledge what his heart told him.
“Why did you run, Paul? You know it will change nothing.”
He didn't want to reply, but knew he couldn't remain silent. “I ran because no one wants to face the end 
when it comes.”
“You, who have killed so much, fear me?”



“I do.”
Death smiled, and shook her head. “You have nothing to fear, Paul Sanchez. All that is mortal dies, 
something you should know. Come, it is time. Run no more, accept the end.”
Paul thought of rushing Death, of trying to strike down the apparition before him, and knew it would 
accomplish nothing. His fingers opened, the knife fell to the ground, and he took the two steps that 
separated him from Death. She took his hand, and Paul was surprised that the hand holding his was soft
and warm. Was this how it had been for his mother, his father? Had they seen Death as kind when it 
had taken them? Perhaps Death knew all that he thought, for she spoke to him now for the last time.
“I am what will make the dying wish most to see. To you, I am the sister you lost long ago. To others, I 
am the loved one who has gone before them, the parent they have wished to see one more time. Come 
with me now, Paul. It is time for your journey to end.”
Then the forest faded, and nothing remained but the knife Paul had dropped. Weeks later, another 
hunter  found it. He had heard of the terrible accident, but that was miles away. He wondered how the 
blade had come so far, but not in his wildest fancies did he imagine how it truly came to be there.


