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Crunch. I had been walking peacefully, but much to my chagrin: I wasn’t 
alone. I paused, the walking stopped.  Trick of the forest, a play on my 
already overactive imagination. Continuing on, my mood once again 
lightened. I was fine. Crunch. I am fine. Crunch. I am fine, everything is 
A-Okay. Crunch. Every other step was met with the crunch of some nearby 
leaves. A sound that wasn’t mine. A sound that appeared to be approaching 
behind me very quickly. 

“Ha-ha, very funny, Peter, you got me. Let’s all prank the new 
guy,” I swallowed nervously. Peter always owned up to his jokes; he liked 
the satisfaction of a good prank. Why wasn’t he speaking? I kept walking. 
Wouldn’t he have come forward by now? The dead person in the forest was 
always found after turning around, right? That’s what the forest wanted. 
That’s what the It usually wanted, right? “Rie? That you? I knew it was too 
good to be true, getting out of station cleanup for evening patrol. Jokes up 
guys. I’m thoroughly scared.” The crunching was faster, approaching me, I 
couldn’t bear to not see whatever it was anymore. I whipped around. 

“Show yourself! This isn’t funny anymore, I’d rather you just get this 
over with.  I’d literally rather have a deer eat me! Wait—no, I wouldn’t. On 
second thought, um, please, don’t do that,” my voice got smaller with every 
word mushed out. I was dead, so dead. Why did I ever leave Arizona? 
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“Take the job, they said. It will look good on your transcripts, they 
said. If you really want a gap year work somewhere that will get you into 
a good college, maybe even help your degree. Well look where that got 
me! This is dumb. I’ve had to be outside, in the forest, alone! And now I’m 
going to die, in the forest, alone!” 

That was my voice, slightly raspy, but still my voice. As if this me 
hadn’t spoken in a while. Since its last meal probably. No, stop, I was only 
scaring myself. Those were my thoughts. But the problem was that wasn’t 
my voice. This was bad, so bad, so very, very bad. I furiously start back 
pedaling. I didn’t want to turn my back again, lest the thing be staring 
behind me. At least this way I could watch the long part of the trail. I was 
almost back. Hopefully whatever it was didn’t know how to open doors. 

“Um, please don’t eat me. I really want to not be eaten, that’s 
actually on my, um, top three things to do,” I attempted a chuckle with 
my dumb joke. Hell, I was probably more likely to be eaten like this. Wait, 
did it even eat? What if it just dragged my body off the trail, never to be 
seen again? What if I was just held motionless in a cave in the forest, for my 
entire life? Jess, I’d never even see my fish again. My radio crackled at my 
side. MY RADIO! I’d completely forgotten, I could get help, reinforcements, 
another human, anything.

“SCHSHCSCS base tower two to all rangers, base tower two to all 
rangers. Missing person’s report north quadrant approximately, last seen 
wearing blue shorts and a navy-blue jacket. Blonde hair, green glasses, 
report in when possible. Repeat all patrolling rangers be on lookout for 
small boy wearing blue shorts and jacket, responds to name Titus. Contact 
immediately if found SCHSHCSCS,” the radio crackles again, it’s Riley. She 
isn’t part of the prank, if this even was one. I try desperately to make the 
microphone come on, but the buttons wouldn’t respond. 

“Please! Please! Someone, anyone help me! I’m in grave danger, 
something is out here with me. I need help!” Nothing, no light, no 
response. My radio bore no sign of picking anything up. I wasn’t getting 
help. I was going to die. Out here. Alone. In the stupid woods. 
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All I wanted was a gap year. I should be getting my bachelors in 
botany, I should be studying evolutionary sub functionalization, but instead, I 
was here, alone, in the forest, about to die. I don’t like this. Crunch. I do not 
like this. Crunch. I want to die. Crunch. Crunch. No, I don’t. I was kidding. 
Crunch. Maybe it could only read my thoughts that one time, and did not 
just hear my request of death.  The movement of leaves was all around me, 
impossibly close, impossibly fast. I couldn’t take this. Was the trail really this 
long before? I turned around. 

I no longer saw the northeast tower. My refuge was no longer 
a few miles away. I had been corralled. Jesus, I was sheep, I was lamb to 
the slaughter. Oh god. This was the end; this was the end wasn’t it. Jesus 
Christ. I don’t know how long ago I had stepped off the path, I had no idea. 
Actually, it was after the voice. Right? I had literally broken the one rule my 
grandmother had given me. Respect the forest and its inhabitants, living or 
not, and don’t set foot off the path without the blessing of a forest elder. 
Okay two rules. I was still in a very not good place. But it was okay, I still had 
my compass, I still had my skills, the crunches had lessoned, and I would be 
okay.  

“Ti-tus, Ti-tus, Titus. Hey that’s my name,” it spoke again this time 
not in my voice, but in the speech of a sleepy little boy. This was creepy, it 
could not be part of my imagination now, this was far too vivid. 

“Have you seen my boy, my poor boy all alone in the forest, my, 
my, he’s simply too young. Please ma’am you must find him, he’s all I got 
in the world. Please,” It wasn’t a little boy any more, this time the thing 
drawled in a southern accent. I wasn’t sure what was worse: hearing my 
voice, or hearing someone else’s. Were they its last meals? Was this thing 
hunting me?

“Pl-ease come here, honey. Aren’t you tired of running? Aren’t your 
widdle legs just begging for a little r and r? Come on down, sugar, I promise 
you won’t regret it.” The thing had lost its rasp entirely. If I hadn’t heard the 
creature practice, I might not have believed it ever had a rasp, that it had any 
flaws. I mean it sounded just so nice; a cozy fire, probably set with accented 
cotton plants, nestled in a ranch. I could listen to this voice, let it carry me 
off to sleep. Let myself get comfortable. I wanted to sit down. I wanted to 
lay down. I was going to sleep now, while the nice feeling stayed. I hadn’t 
been this comfortable in years.
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No-no, I was not going to fall for that. Not after I had come this far. 
Something was wrong with my compass. It sat lazily spinning, turning circles 
under its glass dome. I hadn’t been in the forest enough to know it by heart, 
but I wasn’t dying. I refused, my papa had taught me self-defense and no 
dumb old forest spirit would eat me without a fight. 

I stopped. A torn navy jacket laid on the ground. I couldn’t believe 
this, the north quadrant was huge, what were the odds, the kid was here. 
If I made it out alive no one would have to know how scared I was, instead 
I would come back a hero. Peter would eat his shirt. I picked up the jacket, 
there were several rips on the back of the jacket. 

I might be taking back a corpse. 

“Mrs. Madeline, is that you? Are you painting again, dear? I told 
you to be careful out here, we are to be together throughout our expedition 
my dear. I wouldn’t want to lose you love. Madeline, Madeline? My dear? 
Where ever are you my love? Madeline?” I couldn’t believe this, how long 
had this beast been around. I’d only been here for a week and even I had 
heard of the Wreinrich Forrest legend. Hell, everyone at the base knew that 
story. 

Madeline Haverick, the famous sculptor, had come for a visit with 
her husband to relieve her artistic burnout. She had gone missing less than 
two days into her trip, and her husband? Well he came in half lucid, no 
shoes, rambling of some, thing. He spoke of eyes, so, so many eyes. Of eyes 
watching, waiting for him in the dark, in the end, we couldn’t save him. The 
rangers on duty called the medics but he was pronounced dead when they 
got there. No one knew how, there was no cause. No evidence, nothing. 

Only problem? That legend was over seventy-five years old. How 
would the thing have known? Was this the end of Madeline Haverick? Was 
this the end of me? The thing talked quietly. Not pronounced enough for 
me to hear. More voices, pitches, tones. Never the same speech twice. Was 
that how it got its victims? I mean I almost fell for the cozy of the voice, 
once. Could this be my end? Was Titus even out there? Or was he already 
bait for my sympathy. I gripped the jacket tighter, my lifeline in this godless 
forest. 

That’s when I noticed what was happening, or more precisely, 
what wasn’t. The crunching I’d grown so accustomed to, the voices, the 
muttering. It was gone. Silent. I was alone. But I wasn’t. I was still being 
watched. I felt the eyes boring into the back of my neck. I would catch it 
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this time, it couldn’t run without alerting me. I took a few steps, thinking 
about anything but my plan. Tomatoes, phytochromes, plant cells, cellular 
membrane, phototropism, internode, axillary bud. I spun around. There 
wasn’t a beast in site. Instead, there were stairs? 

Stairs. How. Were. There. Stairs? I couldn’t believe this, I had just 
walked over that space, and now there were stairs. How? I didn’t know what 
was happening. Was this a thing, a common occurrence?  I couldn’t help 
but step forward towards the stairs. They were just so enticing. I went to 
investigate. 

“SCHSHCSCS Reports coming in from East Quadrant supposed 
sightings of Titus, as reported by local campers. Search and rescue now 
relocated, dogs positioned. Stay tuned, continue search as planned. 
SCHSHCSCS”

How? How could he be in another quadrant already? I’m deep in the 
North, how would his jacket be here? Or his glasses? What was happening? I 
hadn’t heard the voice, or voices in a while, was that good? Could that mean 
I was in the clear? Or did it mean that it was going for my colleagues next? 
I tried my radio buttons, still no response. This was bad, so very, very bad. I 
couldn’t tell what was worse: possibly being in the clear but my friends facing 
the consequences, or this being the calm before the storm for me. Was this 
how it did it? Was I finished, was I being lulled into a subtler calm. Oh god, 
was that what it wanted me to think, did it want me anxious? No, no I was 
going in circles again. I wouldn’t die this way. No, I wouldn’t die.

“SCHSHCSCS the dogs have found the boy’s scent; retrieval rangers 
are hot on the missing child’s trail. Will report back soon. SCHSHCSCS”

They had him? But how? There was no explanation for this. I was not 
going to wait around, I was climbing those stairs. I was about ten feet away; 
it had been enticing before but as I approached, I could not think. These 
stairs were trance-like, a train wreck I could not stop seeing. Morbid curiosity 
alone forbade me from looking away, from looking anywhere else, but I know 
in my bones that it was not just interest keeping me there. Even if I wanted 
to, I doubt I could have left. I could not describe it, but while I didn’t want to 
advance, my feet marched on persistent as ever. 

I was getting to the end of this day, stairs, voices, or any other damn 
spirit that wanted to get in my way. Each step felt harder, my feet feeling 
as heavy as rocks with every step I took. When I got almost within grasping 
distance I was no longer walking, I was trudging, not able to lift my feet. I 
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needed answers and if the top of these stairs gave that to me I didn’t care 
how hard it was to get there. Static filled my ears. I couldn’t hear anything, 
but I could. All of my senses seemed to inhabit a queer limbo. My hearing 
and sight functioned perfectly yet not at all. I couldn’t explain it if I tried. And 
truthfully? I don’t think I’ll ever be able to.

Hesitating my foot hovered above the first step. All of the 
turbulence, all of the interference bouncing around in my brain was gone. It 
was just me and the stairs. If I could ever think that again. I could feel a strong 
presence lingering near me, maybe the stairs themselves somehow. I couldn’t 
tell you. But I had come this far. I set my foot down on the first stair.

The forest was silent. Another step. There were six steps. Nothing 
big, not even a floor. I could see over the top the entire “journey.”  Step. I 
wasn’t sure I could do this. Step. No. Step. I could do this. I would do this. 
Step. 

I had done it. I stood at the top. 

I saw the forest, six steps taller. And it felt, wrong. I had just done 
something, something terrible, and I didn’t fully comprehend it yet. But I 
could tell, I would rue the day I set foot on these stairs. I crouched, picking 
up the glasses. They felt empty, there were scratches on the lenses. A drop 
of blood maybe. Perplexed, I tucked the arms behind the frame, there wasn’t 
any blood before. I could see them clearly and there weren’t any scratches 
or blood until I picked them up. What did this mean? I rubbed my hands 
together, suddenly cold. There was blood on my hands. I was getting back to 
base. This was insane. I needed to tell someone. Tell anyone. Talk to someone 
that wasn’t myself or a mysterious entity. I wanted to talk to a human being. 

I wiped my hands on my pants. The blood didn’t disappear. I 
couldn’t handle this, I was going home. Back to Arizona. Back to no forests. I 
was done.   

“SCHSHCSCS we have lost scent of the boy. HQ does not 
understand what happened may be result of a 76-33, come in immediately, 
we don’t know what’s hunting this time. Boy is continued missing, presumed 
dead. Repeat, all rangers return to base. No one on grounds unless returning, 
issue total lockdown. Remember; do not trust your radio. Repeat: all rangers 
return imminently. SCHSHCSCS”

I couldn’t believe this. Don’t trust your radio. What lousy advice to 
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give by radio, I thought as I clipped it back into my belt. I was so done with 
today. I needed to get back to base, to both remain alive in this hellscape and 
submit my two weeks’ notice.  I didn’t care what was happening, I was going 
back to base. I hopped off the stairs, gingerly placing the bloody glasses in my 
pocket. I picked up my speed, you don’t run in horror movies, that’s just asking 
to trip and be caught, I was going to speed walk my way to safety. Crunch. 

O H       M Y      G O D. Crunch. This was not happening. This was 
NOT happening again.  Nothing could happen if I ignored it. Crunch. That one 
was right behind me. Nope. I kept walking. Nope, nope, nope. Breathing, hot 
on my neck. I said no, I’m opting out. Can’t eat me if I opt out mysterious forest 
entity. 

Something drawled its finger, if I could call it that, down my spine. 
Nope, nope, I hate this. I detest this.  The static was building again. Something 
brushed my ankle. God forbid, I escape the god damn stairs free of harm. 
Shouldn’t that thing be full of Titus by now? You would think an entire little boy 
lunch would satiate it. Oh Jesus, I can’t believe I said that. I hope that kid is 
okay. 

“SCHSHCSCS HQ to ranger Caprice, head to west quadrant picnic 
pavilion. Urgent ranger Caprice please head west, there’s something you need 
to see. SCHSHCSCS”

What could I even need to see there? And why me? They had just 
recalled everyone back, what would they need me for. I began to head left, 
shivering in the now cool air of the forest. I stopped. 

The previous message said not to trust the radio. But how could I trust 
that one? What if I did have to go to the pavilion and the first message was 
simply another creature. Could they do that? Could they get on to the base 
radio? No, I might as well return to base. It was closer and with the longer trek, 
even the cold might kill me. I could only imagine, surviving that thing and those 
god damn stairs only to succumb to exposure. No, I’d continue heading north 
and at least there I could fight it off. I couldn’t trust any more communications, 
nothing that wasn’t face to face. I was turning my radio off, not like it had 
helped me at all anyway. 

It wasn’t there. The radio was no longer clipped to my belt. Why was 
nothing going right today? Turning I searched frantically, for anything. How 
long had it been gone? I remembered holding it when it said to return to HQ, 
that would mean the second message was the trick. But that wasn’t my only 
problem.
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The thing was still following me. How else could I have heard it so 
clearly? It was near. But I was close to base, so close it had gotten desperate. 
This was good, right? There must be safety at base, which was why it wanted 
me gone.  It also had left behind this previous tactic of trying to scare and 
had gone straight to trying to lead me away. Was it getting braver? I couldn’t 
tell, I needed to get back. I stopped looking. But as it turns out, I hadn’t 
needed to.

 My radio lay to my right, about fifteen feet away, in the middle of 
a fairy circle. The mushrooms were innocuous enough, but there was no way 
my radio had ended up there on its own. I was so done. I had fallen for the 
glasses, but not again, I was heading to base, and not stopping until I was 
inside. 

The walk was uneventful. But I’m pretty sure that was worse than 
fighting the monster. I could see the base now, nothing stood in my way. 
I wanted to walk faster, but I couldn’t risk alerting the thing to my safety I 
guess. This thing had almost tricked me once, but it wasn’t getting me again. 
I was in the clearing now, no trees, I could see all around the main tower. 

Bump, bump. Bump, bump. I could hear my heart beat with every 
step.  This summer job was going to give me heart palpitations. Jesus.  I 
didn’t look back until stepping through the door. I noticed salt sprinkled 
behind me on the path, was that what they were resorting to, salt rings? They 
couldn’t be serious. I turned to shut the door behind me, watching as a tall 
black mass slinked farther back into the shadows. 

I had beaten it. Oh my god, I was safe, there were human people 
here. I turned my back to the door, making sure to lock it. Riley sat wrapped 
in a blanket on one of the rec couches, sipping her usual black coffee. 

“I can’t believe we lost him, we had the scent, and his clothes! How 
could we lose him Peter? Oh my god, he was only a little boy, he couldn’t 
have gone far.” Riley was obviously distraught, Peter sitting at her side, hand 
around her shoulders. 

“I’m telling you, this happens. Sometimes there is nothing we can 
do, the odds are stacked against us anyway. You have to let these things 
go sometimes Rie, there was nothing you could do.” I could tell Peter was 
holding it together for Riley, he took these things hard, but she always took 
them worse. 

“He isn’t a thing to let go, Peter— he was a child! A child we were 
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responsible for finding,” Riley spoke softly into her cup. “I was leading the 
pack, it was me that led you in the wrong direction, say what you want, but I 
lost him,” Peter had nothing to say to that; there was nothing he could say. 
Instead he sat silently. I figured now was as good a time as any to enter the 
conversation.

When I entered the rec room, Riley didn’t look up; Peter glanced at 
me, looked down, then back up again, surprised. 

“Janet! Thank god, you’re back, we were worried sick. It’s been more 
than an hour since we made the recall, we assumed you went to a different 
base.  Once we lost the scent of Titus like that, we immediately recalled 
everyone, couldn’t take the chance of it being a greeni-  a bear. We didn’t 
want another ranger lost to… a bear attack,” he glanced down again as he 
said those last words, and from the way he cut himself off and my experiences 
today, I knew it was no bear the other rangers were worried about.

“Whatever I saw was not a bear, you two need to start talking, now.”

“Oh, uh, no there’s nothing to be afraid of in the forest, nothing we 
can’t handle at least. Probably just some feral animal fed too much by hikers.”

“No, you aren’t avoiding this anymore, I want answers. Bears can’t 
mimic voices, bears don’t live for hundreds of years, and bears sure as hell 
can’t say my thoughts out loud as I think them. Explain,” I threw the glasses 
down on the coffee table in front of them as I spoke, my hands were no 
longer bloody, maybe they never were, but the glasses were no illusion. Once 
they registered what I had showed them, there were no words to describe 
their shock. Peter’s hands flew to his mouth, Riley dropped her mug, coffee 
seeped onto the floor. 

“Where did you get those? Those are the same ones Titus was 
supposed to be wearing, how could you possibly have those?” After Peter, 
Riley quickly spoke.

“Weren’t you in the Northern Quadrant for nightly patrol? You 
couldn’t have been anywhere near us. Tell us exactly, where did you get those 
glasses?” Riley’s voice was urgent, and I answered straight away.

“I found them on the god damn staircases, and don’t tell me you 
haven’t heard of them because so help me god if I don’t get some answers, 
I will break that salt ring and you’ll see first-hand what I was talking about,” 
there was no way I’d actually do that, but they didn’t know that. Riley opened 
her mouth first.
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“Please tell me you didn’t climb the stairs, were the glasses on the stairs? 
What prompted you to do it? Please tell me, this is important,” both of their faces 
were void of color, but I had come here for answers, and that was what I was 
getting. 

“Yes, I climbed the stairs, that’s how I got the glasses; they sat on the top 
step. What compelled me? I have no idea; you’re the one that supposed to have 
answers! Why couldn’t I not climb the stairs?”

“What time did you climb those stairs exactly?” Truth be told I wasn’t sure, 
I had kind of forgotten about my watch at that point in my nightmare adventure. 

“I don’t know, 5:30-ish, sometime before dusk? It was still light outside, 
why is that important?” If possible, their faces paled more than before.

“That was when Peter and I lost the scent. We should have told you about 
this. Oh god, we should’ve talked to you about this, I’m so sorry, I just liked you. 
And Peter and I were excited to finally have a new ranger on our base, it gets so 
boring here, but we were worried you’d leave once you found out about the weird 
stuff, but oh god, we should have told you.” 

“Please, tell us everything, everything that happened on your patrol.”

 What was I supposed to do? I told him. 

When I was finished, we sat in silence for a bit, I wasn’t sure what to say. I 
definitely didn’t want to mention that I heard something outside. I’m pretty sure the 
salt ring did its trick, as it stopped after a while. 

Riley cleaned up her coffee, wiping it off the floor in quick, sure strokes. 
When she went to place the cup in the sink, Peter and I went with her to the kitchen. 
None of us wanted to be alone I guess. I dozed off around 8pm, fearing for my life 
had taken a lot out of me. All three of us still sat together on the rec room’s ratty 
couch. No one left, I think Peter fell asleep too. Riley stayed, but she didn’t sleep; I 
don’t know whether it was to keep watch or to calm her nerves, but I’m glad she did 
it. My sleep was dreamless, and for once, I was glad. 

It was about midnight when I came to; when I did Don was sitting on the 
love seat near my right side, sipping coffee, black, like Riley. As soon as my eyes 
flicked open he lowered his drink, sitting his mug on the table. Clearing his throat, 
he spoke,

“I know you want answers, I understand that, It’s valid. But you have to 
understand the forest already does what it can; those things were here before us 
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and will be here long after. They’re as natural as deer here at Wreinrich.” I 
opened my mouth to say something, to protest that that wasn’t natural but 
Don raised a hand to silence me. “We don’t exactly have names for them, 
and we don’t know much, but we’re learning every day, and that’s what 
matters. Okay, I take that back; we have a sort of nickname, got it a few years 
back. Greenies; something about forests and green, I guess; after not having 
any name at all, it just stuck. The most important thing to remember, they 
aren’t evil, just dangerous. Greenies are about as evil as a hungry bear, only 
difference being they like smarter prey.” Don didn’t have any fear as he said 
this. He spoke as if this should have been common sense.

But when something gets inside your head. There isn’t common 
sense. There’s nothing, nothing but pure and unadulterated fear.

“Part of our mission at Wreinrich is to protect: we protect the forest 
from people, and the people from the forest, that means all of the forest. 
The creatures are just that, creatures; they don’t conspire they just live and 
breathe like the rest of us, plain and simple. The stairs on the other hand. Well 
we don’t know, even the greenies avoid those, like stepping in a fairy ring, 
that is. We don’t know how those work, we haven’t been able to study them 
like we have others, it’s too dangerous. Once they have you in their grasp, 
that’s usually it. The hold is too compelling. Bad things happen when you 
climb the stairs. We find dead rangers, stations are ransacked, sometimes we 
find half a ranger and nothing else—wouldn’t be the first time—, when the 
stairs are climbed, things go wrong. When a ranger goes up the steps, we 
lose scents.  They don’t have rhyme, they don’t have reason, but when you 
see stairs, run. It’s the best course of action.”

This was insane, sentient stairs. But I was relieved. Both in that I 
wasn’t the only one in the dark, and that we had some information about 
them, these greenies. 

“Now I understand if you want you leave now. We won’t hold any 
grudges; in fact, I’ll send you off with a letter of recommendation. This line of 
work isn’t for everyone and I acknowledge this. But just know we could use 
you on our team. Our bases are small, and it’s hard to find the right member 
to expand when you’re this close knit. But you fit, and we like you. I think I 
speak for everyone when I say we’d love to have you on the team.”

I didn´t want to, but I knew my answer, and I think Don did too. I still 
wanted to stay. Before this afternoon I had never known any of this existed, 
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and now there was more? The scientist in me couldn´t resist. Sure, I had 
been scared to death at least eight times, but I was alone then, now I 
would have a team. I would have information. I would have my friends, 
I would never have to face the forest alone again. Best of all, I now had 
experience. And as much as I claimed I didn´t, I still loved the forest. I 
wanted to learn all I could about these creatures, if I left now I might 
never know anything else. Hell, Arizona didn’t have anywhere to get this 
information. The curiosity bug had bitten me, and it wasn´t letting go 
anytime soon. I had made up my mind. 

“I´ll stay, on two conditions. I don´t want to be in the dark about 
anything else, you need to not withhold any other information, it´s too 
dangerous for that. And second, I want a partner. I love the forest and 
I´m excited to learn about the creatures in it, but I don´t want to be 
alone again. If you can do that, I´d love to stay.” With that, the older man 
smiled, the twinkle in his eyes slowly returning. Downing the last bit of 
coffee, he clapped a hand on my shoulder.

“Glad to hear it, Caprice! I think we can arrange that just fine. Glad to 
have you on the team.”
I was told that we would get everything situated the next morning, leav-
ing the rest of this day to observe and recoup. This was insane, I couldn´t 
believe I had agreed to this. But at the same time? I couldn´t imagine 
doing anything else.
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