Once she was near enough, Jin saw that there were two words engraved into the square piece of wood. She stepped directly in front of it and tilted her head to get a clear look; the tree it was posted on, like all of the others, was leaning to one side.  Jin narrowed her eyes in confusion. It wasn’t in English, or any other of the seven languages that she had become proficient in.

AKEL DAMA
What the hell did that mean?  Was it Arabic?  Maybe Hebrew?  Latin?  For that matter, it could be graffiti. Considering how uptight all of the adults were, the teenagers would need an outlet. Even if it was something as lackluster as venturing out into the forest and carving gibberish. Everyone else was afraid of the X, so the younger citizens probably took advantage of the location, that is, if they weren’t also intimidated by its reputation. Then again, it could simply be something that people like Bill used to keep everyone else in line. Jin had a feeling she would be crossing paths with him again before she left Selah.

Stepping past the tree, Jin groaned when she realized the trail had ended. Her heart started to sink until she saw that she didn’t need it. Fifteen feet ahead the forest turned into a spacious clearing. She eased her way through the remaining trees and shrubbery while observing Akel Dama. That’s what I’m calling it until someone does tell me that it’s baby language. Jin stepped on something soft and her foot went right through it. She heard a crunch, along with a wet squishing sound. Gross.
Gingerly, she lifted her foot and felt something clinging to it even through the shoe. Jeez… would it kill you to keep walking and ignore that?  No, it wouldn’t. Nevertheless, Jin lowered her eyes to the ground before her feet. There was a raccoon lying there, long dead, with its lifeless eyes staring straight ahead. Its mouth was open slightly, revealing its nearly razor-sharp teeth. Jin had stepped right onto its stomach, which was evident by the shoe print embedded in its fur and entrails; some of which had spilled out onto the ground.

Jin felt her stomach churning in disgust and turned her attention to her shoe. Immediately, she tore her eyes away and focused them on the trail ahead. She rubbed the outside edge of her foot along the dirt before stepping over the raccoon. There had been another chunk of the animal’s insides attached to her foot. She tried to push the image from her mind as she continued toward the clearing. Unfortunately, she hadn’t gone two steps when her foot landed on something solid. The crunch was louder this time, and sounded like an explosion in her ears.

Grimacing, Jin once again looked down and almost shrieked. She had stepped on the now broken skeleton of a small animal, either a squirrel or a chipmunk. There wasn’t any gore left behind this time but it was still equally revolting. What is this?  Jin raised her foot and placed it directly in front of the remains, afraid to step on anything else. As she brought the other foot up to join it, she returned her gaze to her surroundings and gasped in horror.

The entire outskirt of the clearing was littered with animal remains. They were all in various stages of decay. Some had rotted away ages ago and others appeared to be perfectly fine. There were a few other raccoons, probably a hundred squirrels and chipmunks, several rats, and dozens of other creatures. They were spread out along the outside of the clearing. Some had made it inside but apparently didn’t get too far.

Jin carefully stepped through them, silently thanking the heavens that she hadn’t smelled them yet. Considering the stench often attributed to a single dead animal, it was surprising that she wasn’t throwing up her insides yet. Either the air was so brisk the odor had no time to circulate, or she had a cold she was unaware of. The only smell drifting into her nostrils was one similar to burning wood. That must have been what happened here—a fire. Otherwise there was no explanation for the way it looked.

The entire clearing was devoid of grass or any other type of greenery. Toward the center of it, the ground appeared to be charred and was black in color, opposed to the brown of the dirt around it. Certainly a fire wouldn’t have claimed such a finely woven space, though. The clearing was almost a perfect circle. That, and a fire had not been responsible for the deaths of the animals. It was something else.

Jin started toward the center of the clearing thirty feet away. A cold sensation settled on her back and caused her to shudder uncomfortably. The heavy coat she was wearing had been enough to shield her from the frigid temperature thus far. Why is it failing now?  The cold faded as she continued to walk but remained, along with a slight pressure, midway down her back. It was a heavy feeling, one she had never experienced before. Almost as if someone with icy hands was pressing on her back, sending a vibration out from the point of contact. One that reverberated throughout her entire body as she moved closer to the clearing.

What is this all about?  Someone whispered directly behind her left ear and Jin spun around. Only the forest and the deceased animals were in view. Whatever it was had been close enough for her to have felt its breath on the back of her head. Making a face, Jin turned to pay attention to where she was going, shaking her head. My imagination?  Yet, Jin had never really been troubled by an overactive imagination. She was generally quite calm and rational. Maybe it was the wind. Maybe you should leave. No. This is what I came here for.
Only fifteen more feet and she would find out what had brought her out here in the first place. What had kept so many other people away from here. And also, what had kept them from even talking about it. Almost as if the mere mention of it would bring on some terrible fate. What are you thinking?  In the center of the clearing was a hole, roughly five feet in diameter. The outside of it was charred and from where she was, Jin couldn’t see what it led to.

A blast of cold air hit her upper torso and head from behind, bringing another chilling sensation with it. When the wind had faded, the pressure on her back spread to the base of her skull. It remained in both areas and caused concentrated vibrations in them. Is someone watching me?  Jin wondered where that thought had come from at first but she had never felt this before. The coldness pressing against her mid-back and the back of her head was terrifying for some reason. Only the chill focused on her head didn’t feel like a hand. It was… different. She could almost feel a pair of eyes glaring at her from somewhere in the forest.

Jin glanced over her shoulder to assure herself that she was alone. Once again she confirmed it and turned back to the hole, which was two feet away. Jin came to a halt here, not wanting to get any closer. The odor of burning wood was immediately carried up into her nostrils. She almost gagged on it and brought a hand up to cover her face. It did little to stop the effects of the tainted air, which seemed to burn in her lungs. Jin leaned forward and peered into the hole.

Blackness returned her stare from the opening in the ground. The weakening sun wasn’t able to penetrate the void. If she didn’t know any better, Jin would have thought it was actually a black surface. She had never seen a darkness so thick, anywhere. It appeared to be a wall of some sort, a force. Although it was foreboding she somehow felt drawn to it. She imagined hands reaching up from the depth, beckoning for her to come closer.

The emotions that swarmed over her momentarily kept her from doing so. They definitely weren’t her own, nor had she ever felt anything similar in intensity. Despair. Unbelievable pain and anguish. Feelings so powerful that they nearly overwhelmed her. Why am I feeling this?  It’s almost like they’re becoming my own emotions… like I’m becoming… Jin started to lean forward even more when she heard a raspy, yet audible whisper, “Jin.”
She immediately jumped back, startled. Another lingering inspection of her environment followed, but provided no explanation for the voice. None but the one that she didn’t want to believe. It came from in there… Her heart was pounding painfully against her  ribcage. She clutched her chest with her left hand and took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. 

She felt a ball of dread growing deep in the pit of her stomach. Jin’s knees started to buckle and she shrieked as she lost her balance. She fell toward the bottomless pit, which rushed up anxiously to meet her. At the last second, she managed to turn her body and land beside it. Rolling away, Jin sprang up to her feet and began to move back the way she had come. She had to move gingerly because her entire body was trembling. I don’t want to end up falling again… not this close to the hole.
Tearing her eyes away from it, Jin turned to leave but was stopped in her tracks.
