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	The Walker
Part One- Fire Tower
 
The air was crisp and fresh, typical for an early summer morning. The rest of the extended family and friends were fast asleep in their cozy cabins. I was never one to believe that camping included Best Western style rooms fixed inside of a log frame. Many city dwellers saw these accommodations as true test of outdoorsman-ship.
“Oooh, mom, look I can start fire……just flip this switch and watch the fireplace. Wow, that’s amazing” 
Honestly, even though I am city dweller, I did not like cabins. Nor did I enjoy sleeping in a wooden styled house built by Ryan homes while missing the splendor of nature bustling uninhibitedly just outside my “no leak’ vacuum sealed window. Not even a small scent of pine trees or morning breeze, just pre-fabricated wood.  The state park had a policy of no registered “cabiner” is allowed to use a tent within the cabin section. Upon check-in one was required to sign several documents attesting not to break the rule. They were pretty serious about it too! The park staff glared intently while the ink traveled across the paper to seal the deal of discipline. I guess their primary concern was free loaders rather than people enjoying the rapidly declining forestry in America.
The morning was beautiful, yet again another reason I was glad to have organized my pack the previous evening. While others sat around the fire and chatted, I excitedly and meticulously organized my extended hiking pack with all the necessities. Tent, sleeping bag, cooking utensils, food and flashlights were all packed with expert Tetris like precision. As a kid, I was fascinated with Tetris on the Nintendo, playing literally for hours with intent focus on the endless game. After packing I scouted the perfect location adjacent to the dying fire for my map review. I sat in the midst of cabins equipped with comfortable beds encircled by cool air conditioning, and studied my maps like a patent attorney in audit mode. By the dim light of a citronella candle, I analyzed and memorized every detail. Nervously, I combined two maps to create my route. One was of the state park and the other included topographic trails outside the park downloaded from Google maps. My destination was an old National Park Service fire tower 12.5 miles away from the cabin. 
The fire tower was significant because it was not yet “officially” closed to visitors. I used the term “officially” very loosely. Theoretically, no one is allowed to ascend the tower, however only a warning of “caution” was posted. I was told by a fellow hiker that the whole valley could be seen from the top. According to him the sight was majestic and well worth the effort. The view atop included the winding river traveling for miles snaking back and forth, caverns peeking out from behind the trees to reveal their secret hiding spots, and rolling hills swaying for miles deep into the horizon. 
My fascination with the tower started once upon one of my many random antiquing excursions. It just so happened that the antique store targeted on this trip was not far from the state park. While browsing for historical items and unique collectibles, especially that of unique clocks, I stumbled upon a breathe taking black and white photograph. It wasn’t an antique, merely a photo taken by a local amateur. The local photographer used the store to sell his work, which was not uncommon in collectible shops. He proudly displayed his life story through stunning images. Artwork such as this gave these types of shops a more “hometown” feel to go along with the various antiques. If lucky, the artwork or sometimes books link antiques to the community through amazing stories.  This particular collection captured my attention. The photographer had a keen eye for the local scenery. His work was varied including trains, buildings and of course landscape work. He was able to capture the essence of the region through dramatic stills. I felt the history, emotion and humility through his images. 
The shopkeeper explained that the image in question was most likely captured somewhere in the area. He marveled on how long the image lasted in his shop. He said that the photographer first brought it in over 50 years ago. He sold many photos captured by him but this particular image remained for decades. 
The photo was almost a panoramic shot of rolling hillsides with an occasional rock exposure that appeared to be caves. Definitely taken with 50mm film and expertly developed with precision and care. The photo must have been taken in the early morning due to the low hugging cloud cover and shadows created by the slowly waking sun. 
When I inquired about the photographer the shopkeeper explained he had passed away late last year. What was in front of me was the last of his remaining work. I decided to purchase the beautiful work of art and prominently display it in my home office. As our conversation continued about the artist, his life, and his work I asked about the shooting locations. The shopkeeper was unable to pinpoint the exact location of the shot, however suggested a few fire towers in the region that would be high enough for view of that type. This intrigued me and launched my inquiries with local hikers and historians. 
The bag was packed, my sandals strapped tight and body completely covered in 100% deet. I studied the maps and had them memorized. I visualized the river bends and steep inclines noted on the topographical maps. I pondered the scale and accuracy of both maps. Past experiences cautioned me about trail map accuracy. I once trekked a portion of the Appalachian Trail in search of a shelter noted to be a distance of two miles on my map. Three hours and six miles later, there was no evidence of a shelter for my overnight stay. Needless to say, I was not too happy to continue a pitch black night hike eight additional miles to the next shelter. No flashlight can illuminate bright enough to bring comfort from a pitch black forest. 
I hoisted the 50 pounds upon my back. The weight was mind-blowing knowing that it will be resting upon my soft tissues and muscles for a 25 mile round trip of vastly changing terrain. This was the first test of my new extended hiking pack. I was excited at all the bells and whistles that secured its purchase but the jury was still out regarding its main purpose, comfort. I struggled with the tension straps, lift straps, and back pads attempt to balance the weight load. A tight tug on a strap led to the “screaming” of a lower back muscle on the opposite side. For over two miles I pulled, loosen, re-pulled, tugged and lifted in seeking the perfect comfort zone. Physically I was prepared for such a hike, I have done this many times over. I quite enjoyed the test of endurance. Although I was in great shape, I learned from past hikes that aches and pains seek up while asleep and can easily make the next days’ journey a real bitch. So the countless adjustments was only preventative measures from waking up the next morning screaming “bloody hell”. 
The morning was perfect, cool yet not cold. I chose the perfect attire for a rapid pace through the blazed portion of the state park. So far my new hiking pants were working out well. The Columbia brand out did themselves this time. The material was light weight and breathable.  I wanted to give myself plenty of time to navigate the topographic trails due to the uncertain accuracy of the maps. I will need time to make several off trail hikes to high elevations to check my handheld GPS. 
The river rushed with a quickened pace shuttling the extra volume from the last evening’s down pour. The wind blew through the leaves giving them an early warning that fall is fast approaching and in the end it will win the annual battle. The animals bustled through the brush in search of their breakfast while the late summer flowers shared their bouquet with busy bees. The forest was alive and not shy.  Although a human was on the trail it carried on with its daily routine. Not a care in the world that a mere human with the power to drastically change its existence walked amongst it. Nature seemed to either ignore me or immediately included me in its daily symphony. This was the reason why I and many others hike. To enjoy nature in its most pure form, to feel balanced with the big blue planet. 
The ground was soft from the night’s rain which was relief to my feet. It was a perfect complement to my walking speed. The occasional mud puddles rendered no concern knowing that the midday sun will evaporate most of it before I approach the steep incline portion of my hike. The hidden ground springs had their cover blown as fresh water sprouted from the surround hillside rocks. It was apparent when I walked past one of these springs. The surrounding air smelled fresher, the grassy vegetation was denser, and life was more animated. Over the years I learned that these springs can sometimes be the difference in life and death for extended hikers. Water is always the limiting factor to long treks, without it you will not complete your journey. Knowing how to locate these springs and determining whether the water is safe to drink can extend your trip and sometimes save your life. Rule of thumb; if the water is fast flowing, clear and coming from a rock source than it is generally safe to drink without much preparation. In an emergency situation this can save your life. An average human cannot survive more than five-seven days without proper hydration. 
About three hours into the hike it was becoming obvious that I was near the end of the state park. The trail became quickly overgrown and the ground far less worn from passing feet. The river was further away from the trail, but still can be heard in the distance. The vegetation was dense and wild. The plethora of thorn bushes was a true indicator that this part of the trail was not blazed often. The trees were so dense that it blocked much of the sun thus less summer flowers. Even the bugs were a bit less pleasant. 
I stopped to check the maps and GPS to confirm my direction. The path was becoming increasingly difficult to navigate and the blaze markings on the trees were MIA. As expected, I was just a mere ½ mile outside of the state park and now in what was considered the state forest. Based on map and GPS, I was still six miles from the fire tower and the journey did not appear to be getting any easier. It was about 11:00 AM and my pace up to this point was good, however arrival time became a concern. As I continued my walk, I pondered the need to camp overnight due to possibility of limited sunlight upon my return. I had initially planned to camp anyway, however the slow progress sealed the deal. 
The river made its’ return to the trail as the dense brush slowly disappeared to reveal a remnants of slightly visible path. I wasn’t sure if it was a hiking path or nature’s walkway for wildlife to access the river. It was a pleasant surprise to have the rushing water back, adding ambience to my trip. The sunlight funneled itself between the tall shadowing trees and bounced off fast moving water. It was a beautiful sight! The sun glistening and danced across the forest as the water directed the symphony of light changing its reflection at will. The surrounding forest lit up and warmth felt good upon my face. The past two miles were in shadowed, dense and cool forest, so the sun was well appreciated.  I played with the dancing sun attempting to catch it with my thinly gloved hand as a source of temporary amusement. Instead of using the shiny protective material to protect my delicate skin from sharp thorns and thistles, I decided to use my hands momentarily as disco balls. Moving my hands to the rhythm in my head phones I turned the forest into my own personal Studio 54. 
Just ahead I saw a very large and flat boulder that extended far over the river. It was probably the largest sandstone boulder I have seen in the region, quite out of place to be exact. It was a large as half a semi-truck. Sandstone is common in the area; however it is very porous and susceptible to rapid erosion. To see such a large rock formation extending over a fast moving river was unusual and interesting. It must have been a much larger formation at one point, probably breaking off from a hillside. I assumed it must have fallen and rolled to the river side centuries ago. It was out of place and it appeared not to be part of the surrounding geology. Looking around it was not obvious what large rock formation that it could have broken off. 
I decided to stop for lunch. I climbed the oversized sandstone boulder searching for a good spot to plop. I carefully scaled the rock with a rope tied attached to my belt and at the other end my 50lb pound pack.  As I navigated the rock side with careful placement of gloved fingers into small depressions I paid close attention to my exact path. Mentally, I mapped my return climb down the boulder as I ascended hungrily to the top.  Fifteen minutes later I started to hoist my backpack up to the top. Proud of my achievement I stood for a minute to enjoy the scenery. The river rushed under the rock as it extended almost 20 feet out over it. There was an occasional splash on the north face spraying water high into the air. The mist was cool and reflected the penetrating sun revealing small gnats that inhabited the rocks’ edge. I could see the other side of the river quite well from the addition height. Also I was able to observe portions of the trail to be navigated ahead. It was pleasant place to eat. 
I unpacked to acquire my can of bake beans that I had been craving all morning. There was always something about Bush’s baked beans that made a hike enjoyable. It was safe to cook being on top the boulder thus avoiding an unwanted surprise animal visit. Connecting my sterno burner, I anticipated the smell of cooking baked beans to fill my nose. Maybe I will even cut some beef jerky up to mix in. Hmmmm, my belly started growling impatiently. 
After a very satisfying lunch I checked my GPS and maps before heading back on the trail. I wanted to ensure that I regain a good pace to reach the fire tower before sunset.  I carefully lowered my pack down from atop the sandstone lunch table. I slowly retraced my climbing route with a bit more energy flowing through my blood.  Reaching down to hoist my pack onto my back I was startled by a large rustling nearby. I scan the surroundings anticipating a curious deer or groundhog. The noise stopped suddenly limiting my ability to zoom in on the location. Regaining my focus on the hike I continued down the river tracing path. 
“Crash”
A loud sound to my left side, across the river, caught my undivided attention even through the bass booster of my headphones. I ripped my stereo-cans off my ears and stood silently attentive. I fixated my straining eyes directly in the direction of the noise. I searched for anything to satisfy my investigating brain. No dust. No movement. Nothing tipped me off about the sound. It was loud, sounded like a tree losing its battle to gravity. Only the rushing river, breeze through the leaves, and insects now controlled the sound waves. 
What the hell was that? I am sure that I heard something. My mind tried to make sense of it all, if it was a tree than I would have felt a vibration. Did I feel anything?  I am unsure; I was not expecting the earth to vibrate under my feet. Why did I not see any dust or debris from the fall? Was there a tree fall?
I continued my walk with now keen senses fixed on my surroundings. No listening to music, no playing with sticks, and no tossing of random rocks. I felt as if I was “on point” during a patrol mission in a demilitarized zone. 
What is that?
Again, silently standing and fixated on something amiss. My eyes squinted in the slowly darkening forest up just ahead of me. I saw something. I moved right to left. It was a shadow, a figure. It looked like a person. I should not be surprised that there could be someone else on the trail, but this seemed odd. I cautiously approached the section of the trail where I saw the shadow cross. I scanned the area for any sign human disruption. No foot prints in the soft ground. No broken limbs or passage through the thick brush. No scent of insect spray or body sweat. Nothing! The trail was practically undisturbed.  Looking behind I could compare what it would look like it someone disturb the area; it was obvious no one crossed this area. Was my mind playing tricks on me? Was I just getting tired? Were the foreign elements getting the best of me?
I arrived at the fire tower and station at about sunset. There was only a mere hour left for me to set up camp so I needed to move quickly. I was disappointed in my tardiness to the tower; however I underestimated the power of a thick and nearly uncharted forest. I searched for a good spot to pitch camp, one not to close nor too far from the tower. Surprisingly as I searched I caught a scent of burning wood off in the near distance. It was the smell of fire and food. People? 
I hustled in the direction, relieved and perplexed that people were present. Maybe this would answer all my many questions of unexplained events thus far. Then I saw them, two tents just up ahead 200 yards from the tower. They set up camp in small clearing in between large evergreen trees.  Their tents were large; I was unsure how many people were at their camp. They did not look like hunter’s tents, more recreational campers. The camp site looked a bit cluttered, a very novice setup. Nonetheless, there were people here and I should at least introduce myself to avoid any unneeded surprises.
“Hello, there!’ I shouted loudly as I was about 25 yards away. 
“Hello there! Are you there?” I shouted again, anxiously awaiting a response.
“Hello, who is that?” A female voice returned my greeting in a surprised voice. 
I walked up to an approaching and surprised female. She was slender, stood about 5’7” with long straight brunette hair. She was dressed in blue jeans, faded green hooded sweatshirt, and crazy boots. Her boots were definitely “unique” and different to say the least. They were a mix between early versions of Doc Martins and cowboy boots. Dark brown colored leather with the traditional cowboy shape but styled with typical Doc Martin stitching and soles. Upon closer investigation, the boots also had a snake skin appearance as well. Not the type of boots for extended hiking. Actually I don’t know what you would use them for to be exact. Her blue jeans appeared faded, almost acid washed. She was truly a blast from the past, early 1980’s fashion. 
“Hello, how are you tonight? Did you just get here?” she asked
“Yes, I hiked here from the state park cabins. I am here to photograph the fire tower” I explained. 
“Well damn, that’s a long way to hike. I am assuming you are staying overnight?” she asked with an unusual mischievous tone in her voice which made me a bit a nervous. Maybe they are just friendly people; however I needed to stay cautious.
“Come over here so I can introduce you to everyone, there are four of us camping. We have been here a few.”
The four campers appeared very earthy and at one with the outdoors. They were as close as you can get to modern day gypsies as you could get. After seeing her fellow woodsman her choice of fashion was better explained. They introduced themselves as Mark, Jenny, Jack and Heather. Mark and Jenny were newlyweds joining the other “on and off” couple of Jack and Heather. The group smelled of a mixture of Old Spice and patchouli, an interesting bouquet to say the least. 
We sat around the fire, which was pretty impressively built. It maintained intensity without adding any logs. The mystical nature of this perplexed and captured me.  I was quiet amongst the group as they laughed and jeered about stories for which was foreign to me. Although not really active in the conversation, I still enjoyed the company.
Around 11:00 pm, Heather alerted us and said "hey did you guys see that" and pointed down the slope at the tree line. We all turn and look but there was nothing there, I wasn't even sure what we were looking for. She seemed very distraught about what she saw. I was not sure if she was a jumpy person or not. Maybe she was “green” to this type of outdoor experience and was spooked by an animal.
Then shockingly Heather said she just saw a light, and sure enough about it. She was certain it resembled a light like one from a flashlight. It was just down the slope from us shining through the trees. It caught her attention because it was moving rather quickly and jumping up and down like someone was running while handling it. This was alarming to all of us because of our deep proximity in the woods. Only a few trails led to this fire tower and none of them were heavily used. Night hiking is extremely difficult. Even the most experienced adventurers would hesitate navigating at night in a forest such as this. My thought was maybe her mind was playing tricks on her. 
Jack jumped up and yelled "Hello is someone there" as loud as physically possible. 
I peer down the slope to see if there was a light. Squinting and focusing hard as I could, I believed that I also saw a light. I focused and saw a small pin point light about 1000 yards off, however it was stationary. It was not moving and partly shining in our direction. I wasn’t sure what exactly it was and why it was there. 
Jack screamed again “Hello, hello! Who is there?”  He took a few steps towards the source and the light immediately went off. 
We all were a little confused and now cautious about this occurrence. We were deep in the forest and without any connection to the outside world. Jack and Mark decided to go check out the area. The ladies asked if one of the men stayed with them so Mark suggested that I remain at camp. I reluctantly agreed knowing that I had more experience with night trekking and also reconnaissance from my military days. I gave them my high intensity LED flashlight and explained how to use it. The two acted like kids in a candy store and marveled at the features. I explained that if they found themselves in danger then to press the alert button which illuminated an extremely bright blinking red light. The alert signal was intense enough that I should be able to detect their location easily.  
So Mark and James went down the slope to see if there was another camp or person down there. The two were gone for about an hour; however I was able to track their movement easily due to my LED. During their search I noticed that they were at one particular point for an extended period of time. I noticed that the search was in the immediate area of the trail that I traveled to reach fire tower. I did not recall any activity or indication of another groups’ presence when I hiked through there mere hours earlier. 
When they returned they had brought an empty backpack they had found. Mark mentioned that they found the backpack just beyond a trail along the tree line. The backpack was a yellow extended pack, weather worn, and was literally falling apart. I inquired about where exactly they found the pack and explained that I just hiked that path this afternoon. I would have noticed the pack. No flashlight was found and more importantly no one as well.
We all had trouble falling asleep so we stayed out by the camp fire really late into the night just talking and laughing. Heather, already rattled, suddenly said "everyone to be quiet do you hear that". So we all became quiet but none of us able hear anything. I looked over at Heather to see her eyes widen and face had gone pale in the fire light. James asked her what she had heard. She said she could hear a woman crying. A bit freaked out now I started to focus my attention to every noise possible, so much so that I could count the crackling of the fire cinders in midair.  Still none of us could hear anything close to woman crying, screaming or anything. I was a bit relieved to have not heard anything however I did not want to discount her. She was right about the light.  
James and Mark start laughing nervously and said things like “good one” and “nice try”. We all started to relax a bit, even Heather second guessed herself.  Then we all heard it. Clear as a woodland owl after capturing its prey during a night hunt.  The sound of a woman crying filled the night sky. However, it sounded more like a young girl rather than a woman. I heard it plain as music blurring through my headphones. The eerie sound penetrated ears without question. James and Mark, now in panic, without hesitation both jumped up and fought over my LED flashlight thinking they might have heard a lost hiker’s distress scream. Heather and Jenny were both unable to move. Something didn't seem right about the noise we were hearing. I alerted the two to go search the same area as the pack, and I will scan the opposite area. The girls were ordered to stay put and remain calm. 
Mark and James had been gone for about ten minutes and I could hear them yelling "Hello please tell us where you are". I thoroughly scanned the area using only ambient light instead of a flashlight. After about 20 minutes the human eye easily adjusts to lowlight conditions. The forest in front of me was illuminated by the huge fire at my back and the partially hidden moonlight.
Then I heard both of the boys begin screaming, the baritone horror alerts filled the night. Moments later they both sprinted up the slope back to the camp site. I hustled back to the campsite myself to see what was wrong. Both of them were out of breath unable to speak.  Mark started to vomit forcefully in the bushes from over exertion. They both said hurry up we're leaving now and started taking down the tents. Heather and Jenny didn't ask any questions. They we were too scared to talk, they just packed everything they could. They asked me if I was coming with them. I asked “What the hell happened, what’s going on?”
James said that they had followed the crying down into the trees; they couldn't find anyone even though they had searched the area where the sound was the loudest. Then as they were about to come back to camp they passed the rock where they had found the back pack. Unbelievably next to it was a girl sitting with her head in her knees crying. She was not there before when they found the backpack. He said it was weird because she was wearing a big red winter jacket and a black stocking cap but it was the middle of summer. "What the hell was she doing there?" they both thought. Although they were freaked out by the fact that she was sitting there in the pitch black by herself they approached her. Knees shaking and hair standing at attention on the back of their necks they cautiously stepped closer. They were about twenty feet away when James asked if she was alright did she need help. He said she stopped crying immediately.
She stood up slowly and pointed deeper into the forest. Her movements were slow and ghost like. I could hear their voices that the whole scenario was creepy beyond reasoning. They explained her head remained faced directly towards the ground as she lifted her hand and pointed. They both turn and looked in the direction she pointed. Then when they turned back towards her, she then pointed to both of them and then vanished into thin air. She actually vanished in front of them. This is when they ran back to camp.
Without any additional words, they continued to pack frantically. They said I should get the hell out of there with them. I explained, that my family and friends are miles in the other direction and I had to return the way that I hiked. James said “dude, suit yourself but we are out of here”. They started down the east bound trail in the middle of the night as quickly as possible.
There I was, in the middle of the woods with an unusually bright fire, worn backpack from origins unknown and a screaming child ghost running around the forest. I was never a fearful person; however the nights’ events had me a bit shaken. Did they really see a ghost or was their imagination just getting the best of them? I was not sure; all I knew at that moment is that I was stuck in the forest until morning. To keep my mind off the fact that I was in the midst of a haunted forest I focused on the amazingly long burning fire. I wondered how a fire could burn for hours without any additional logs being added. The damn thing has been burning since I arrived.
Time slipped from me, it was dawn. I must have fallen asleep by the fire. I awoke to the feel of the early morning sun rays peering just over the horizon. The fire was out completely, no smoldering logs, residual smoke nor trace of burning few hours prior. I reached my hands over the fire pit to find it dead cold. I scratched my head in further confusion about this mysterious camp fire. 
My attention refocused to the reason why I was there anyway, the fire tower. I went into my tent to grab my camera and climbing gear. I was there for one thing and that was to recreate the photograph. I affixed my geared to my day pack and started to approach the fire tower. Desperately I tried to have temporary amnesia of prior night. For a few brief hours I wanted to just forget about the ghost girl, crazy hikers and mysterious fire. 
The tower, it was tall, almost one hundred feet straight into the sky far above the tree line. At the base I was amazed at the condition of this iron base. Slightly rusty, minimum deterioration but no major damage. There it stood tall and strong in the middle of nowhere. It resisted the tough countless beatings from Mother Nature. Not only contender with the forces of untamed nature, it had also endured countless visitors. Graffiti, scruff marks, and love carvings covered the base giving it a bit more history than just observing forest fires. The gate to the stairs was locked with multiple pad locks, so I readied my climbing rope and grapplers.  I had to climb over a 15 foot security grid that surrounded the access stairs. As I climbed crimson red colored rust smeared all over my gloves and sleeves. The tower revealed that it resisted nature but not without some wounds. I found it hard to grip the slightly wet iron as I scaled the unfamiliar climbing surface. Once on the stairs, I hustled up the countless spiraling flights to the top. 
My breath was blown out of my lungs at the beauty just before me. The low lying clouds covered the forest a hundred feet below. The soft white fuzzy clouds acted as a blanket over the trees, although a few stubbornly protruded from the comfort. The rising sun reflected is bright yellow hue off the hovering mist just above the clouds giving them a slight sparkle. The sun rays twinkled as their happiness bounced from cloud to cloud spreading the anticipated warmth of a new day. In the distance I could hear the wildlife awakening from their nightly rest for another work day on mother earth. Apparently ghosts running in the forest don't keep them up at night. 
The air was clean, fresh and hinted of a scent of evergreen. I thoroughly enjoyed the aroma that the forest gifted me and took time to identify its palette. This was my peace. 
I readied my camera for the photo opportunity that brought me here over many miles. The conditions were pristine, flawlessly resembling the image that hung in my home. I was right; my research was accurate about the time of the shot. I studied the picture for months and search tediously on the internet for timing of the photograph. And here I stand observing the real-time scene that blew my mind way on print. I can imagine the emotions that went through the photographer when he first discovered this scenery. Was he the first or did he also learn about this from another admirer. It does not matter, I felt like the "first" at this moment. This sunrise, glistening of suspended rain drops and the game peek-a-boo with ancient trees was a gift from Mother Nature to me. 
My eye pressed tight against the view finder. The focus knob navigated meticulously by right hand as if I was a surgeon. I watched as the electronic values and indicators inside my view finder danced for the perfect setting. My digital SLR camera was my best friend at this moment. It was the only thing between me and immortalizing this perfect imagery for all time. I wanted the perfect recreation of this image for others to share. I did not want to digitally edit anything. I desperately sought the perfect “first time” shot. Much like the photographer before me, I wanted to capture it as naturally as possible. He did not use a digital manipulation or Photoshop, therefore I will not. 
Nervously I pressed the shutter button. “Click”
And there was the shot. Although I knew that the initial shot was “the one”, I decided to click away. Knowing that a “perfect shot” was on my memory card I highly anticipated my return home. Once print and framed, only then will I be satisfied that I captured the majestic beauty before me.  I planned to hang it right next to the original shot with a small written statement; “Here is ageless beauty captured by two photographers 50 years apart”. Maybe one day my shot will be also admired. Just possibly the pair will travel around the country for others see. From studio to studio, the pair of stunning images will make all gasp. Hopefully I can learn more about my predecessor and pair his story with mine.
The sun was ready for its daily work and decided to burn off the clouds; of course politely inviting them back tomorrow. So I decided to pack up and descend down the stairs. Initially my photographer’s instinct was to await another candid shot, maybe one of Mother Nature’s surprise gifts.  As the way the clouds retreated into slowly heated air, for some reason it felt as if this symphony has been performed exactly the same for centuries. 
No trace was left, hoping to add a similar mystery to the story. No carvings, no letters, absolutely no trace of my visit. One day someone else will climb these stairs and wonder how many others had the pleasure of being graced with such beauty. As for me, the mystery will be slightly solved and prominent displayed upon my wall. The printing of the highly anticipated image will cap off a discovery and journey that started years prior.  
I excitedly hustled down the wild path from the tower back to the state park and cabins. It was hard not logically think of all the events from last night. Nothing was normal or even coincidental; the screaming, unusual campers, and that weird eternal fire. What did the two men really see in the forest?  Why did I not see that back-pack on the hike to the tower? I don't miss things like that.  My brain couldn't make sense of it all.
"Wait, what was that?" 
Again, I saw a damn shadow run across the path in front of me. 
"Who's there?" I screamed in startled frustration.
I was certain this time. It was a dark shadow, large and ghostly. It walked right to left across the path 50 yards ahead. Instead of doing what I normally would, stand statue-like, I decided to hasten to the area. Walking fast, almost cantering, with a 50lb pack assisting stubborn gravity, I chased the shadow. I arrived at the exact location of where I saw the shadow. Nothing! Trees to the left.  Trees to the right. No man made path, no disruption of the area, no evidence of anyone. Was my mind playing tricks on me? 
I continued to walk, headphones now around my neck inside of sharing audible pleasure to my brain. I was now rattled and on edge. Too many unexplained events have happened in the past 24 hours. I have hiked in many different places graced with a diversity of experiences but nothing like this. My scientific brain requires reasoning and the past day challenged everything I know to be reasonable. 
Then suddenly wind gusted tremendously, almost blowing me off my feet. The sky darkened with angry clouds. It was if the sun was taken hostage by a ruthless gang. The forest became dark, cold, and damp. The darkness enveloped me quickly and without mercy. The wildlife became quiet, still, almost non-existent. No buzzing from bees. No rustling from squirrels. No movement! I perked my ears up to discover nothing, absolutely nothing. A little known fact I learned from movies and folklore is that when animals flee that means danger is present. I definitely felt something was wrong.
There I stood in the middle of a wet, dark, and freakily quiet forest. I felt as if I was supplanted in quick sand as the mud at beneath me became softer. Was the ground trying to swallow me? The wind died just abruptly as it arrived. Hoping to hear the wildlife return, I heard nothing. Without moving a step forward my senses heightened. My ears scanned the forest for any sound, my nose took in every available aroma and the hair on my arms tingled in anticipation of any changes.  
Then only a mere 50 yards in front of me there it was. As plain as the trees on both sides of it, the shadow creature stood. It was a wide as the path itself. It had a rough shape of person without definition or contrast. Was it a man or woman? Hell, was it even a human? As if someone’s' faded shadow ran away from them and decided to scare me, there it was right in front of me. The sun was blocked by clouds, so the origin of this figure created even more fear. It did not move, nor did I. My heart raced begging my feet to move in the opposite direction. 
What was this thing? What did it want? Was it real or just my imagination?
I felt it starring directly at me although I couldn't see its eyes. Its presence felt powerful and dark. Being of Native American heritage I recalled stories from my nana about dark energy. This presence felt dark and wanted to do me harm. 
Then suddenly it started to just disappear. Vanish into thin air! No moving right or left. Just vanished. Relieved yet even now more fearful, I stood frozen. The shadow had vanished into thin air. Was this the same type of vanishing that the two saw with the little girl? 
Slowly the sun returned from its entrapment. The shadow was gone completely without any trace.  The wildlife did not return however which added more concern. I looked around to see anything to comfort me. I hope for a squirrel, bee, deer or anything. I even scanned the trees.
Holy crap!  Just then I witnessed one of the scariest events in my life. The trees, the trees were filled with hundreds of them. Ravens, they were everywhere!  There were maybe even thousands of them. Every tree that surrounded the path was filled with them. They were still and silent. They were fixated on me, watching my every move. I was fearful of an attack. I've seen the movie "The Birds"; I know how aggressive these birds of prey can be. I was terrified of being attacked, especially by thousands. Knowing that only a few can inflict fatal wounds with their sharp talons and beak, I cautiously moved forward. I gingerly exited the area careful not make any erratic movements prompting an attack. Their heads turn in synchrony following my every movement. Their pitch black eyes blanketed me with fear.  After a long walk of over 200 yards I was finally away from the birds. I looked back to see the birds vanish into thin air just like the shadow figure. I turned and hustled back to the cabins. I had no time for explanations; I needed to get the hell out of that forest quick.
Upon my return to the camp site I noticed everyone surrounding the fire in the early evening. Obviously I missed dinner. Pretty damn hungry, I guess I am going to have to scavenge for left overs, which are non-existent on camping trips. The group seemed a bit subdued for a family gathering that occurs only once a year. For some reason I expected more laughter and joy amongst the group. As I approached group, they sat around the fire a bit quiet. No one seemed to notice my arrival.  My wife was a bit slumped over staring at her hands. Was she tired or did her grandmother say something to make everyone uncomfortable again? Again, I was shocked that no one was even a bit alerted by my tired dragging footsteps.
The sun was barely below the horizon, giving the land its last bit of luminesce. As I approached the back of my wife I couldn’t help but admire the large fire and how it lit up the circle. I anticipated seeing her face illuminated by the fire. She always had a beautiful glow about when sat near a fire. We spent many evenings in front of a fire place, chiminea, or a make-shift camp fire such as this. We spent many hours talking about just about anything and everything. To think about it, I never told her how beautiful I found her as the light of a fire danced across her smile. 
My feet became a little less tired as I got closer to her. I did miss her much during the overnight trip. I was excited to see the smile upon her face when she realized that I returned safely. There is one thing about extended hiking that can’t really be changed, the lack of communication while deep in the woods. No cell towers meant any phone calls.   Loved ones relied only on hope and a safe return. 
I reached out my hand holding a few wild flowers that I collected upon my return. I typically collected flowers on my hikes to share a bit of the splendor with her. I found some yellow, purple and violet flowers on this trip which enhanced the sense of summer with their wonderful color array. They will look great on the picnic table while everyone is enjoying breakfast. Also they were a reminder to her family that I am a good husband; a constant approval that I sought being an in-law. 
What is that she is holding? Is that a picture? Is that me with a….?
I stopped in my tracks as I looked down over her shoulders. In her hands was a picture of me dressed in cold weather hiking gear on top of a boulder. I appeared to be in some mountainous region. It was a high mountainous peak, with ice capped mountains in the background. I didn't recall the picture nor hiking anywhere that resemble the picture. 
Where did she get this picture from? Wait a minute, what is that sitting next to me in the picture? Is that a yellow backpack? I do not own a yellow backpack. Whose hand is that just out of frame touching the backpack?  I can see a faded face in the distance; it’s too dark out here to make out who it was. My eyes squinted desperately to make sense of all of this! Was this a group shot? Who the hell is in the photo? Where am I?  Why don't I remember? Who is taking the photo?
What the hell??? Oh my, that’s the backpack from the forest. That’s the same damn backpack James and Mark brought back last night. I recognize the wired green tag on the top. 
What is going on? 
Why is she so sad?        
Why is she touching the photo as if something was wrong?
I reached out my hand to her shoulder…
Then I heard it! The same exact loud crying from last night. It was piercing and alarming. Gut wrenching; it turned my stomach to hear it. It was coming from behind me. I reluctantly turned. There she was. I saw her with my own eyes. I could not believe the reality unfolding in front of me. There she was, the little girl! She was standing at the woods’ edge across the street from the row of cabins. Her head was in her hands as she wailed loudly. She wore a bright red winter jacket and black skull cap just like the two men stated. She was dressed for winter although it was in the mid 80’s. They weren’t lying or high, she was just as they said. 
I looked back at the group to see if anyone else heard this loud crying. No one, no one seemed to notice. The group was all just sitting peacefully and quiet. I do not understand. What is going on? I reached out to grab my wife again.
Arrrrghhhh! I gasped deeply and painfully.
My hand! My hand, what’s wrong with my hand. It went right through her. I can’t touch her. I can’t feel my wife.  
Just then the crying became extremely loud. I turned to find the little girl was merely five feet from me now. I stumbled a few steps back from her. My heart raced uncontrollably. I was scared shitless. She was silent now. She continued to stand with her head in her hands.  I cautiously turned to completely face the little girl. I had no answers. I had no clue what was going on. 
She stood silent, completed still griping her face with dirty weathered gloved hands. She slowly lowered her hands. With her head still tilted down, she walked closer to me. I felt cold air radiated off of her as if she stepped out of freezer. Her coat was worn and slightly tattered. Her hair was jet black, ragged and appeared wet.         
I was frozen, I couldn’t retreat her approach. I was terrified. Shaking I reached my outstretch hand to her to see if she was real. Will my hand pass through her as well? Is she truly real? 
She slowly ungloved her right hand. She reached out and grabbed my hand. Why can she touch me and I can touch her? Her hand was cold, very cold. Her skin felt like an iced glove. She stood there holding my hand without looking up at me. Then with her other hand, she reached up to my headphones, tugging on them. I bent over slightly from the force. She placed my headphones on my ears. As started to walk back towards the forest edge. The music softly and eerily started. It was a song I found earlier in the year from a group name Wintersleep. The song was called “Weighty Ghost”. It always caught my attention but I was unsure the why. The lyrics were crisp and brilliantly ringing in my ear:
 
I got out of bed today 
Swear to God couldn't see my face 
I got out of bed today 
Starring at a ghost 
 
Who forgot to float away 
Didn't have all that much to say 
Wouldn't even tell me his own name 
And where'd my body go 
 
Where or where'd my body go 
Africa or Mexico? 
Oh where'd my body go 
And where'd my body go? 
 
She stood at the forest edge beckoning me. Her hand waved slowly beckoning me to come. I turned to look at my wife, who was completely unaware of my presence. I turned to look over my shoulder hoping not see the little girl. There she was with an outstretched hand pointing deep into the now blackened woods. 
With a tear flowing from my eye, I stood confused and scared. I want so desperately for someone to see me, especially my wife. My heart pounded in fear, my head ached from confusing and my body felt cold. I felt bitterly cold.
"Please baby, just turn and see me. Kiss me, hug me, anything!" I begged her to no avail.
I leaned down in an attempt to kiss my wife on the cheek. A strong breeze powered passed us both. Startled a bit, she looked over her shoulder at me, however without any indication of actually seeing me. She scanned frantically in my direction. I could feel her eyes see right through me. I was not there to her.... She couldn't see me. 
My heart at that very moment stopped pounding. Nothing, no heartbeat, no rhythm, no movement. I placed my hand on my chest desperately to feel a flutter. Nothing! What just happened?
She turned away and refocused on the photo once again. I saw her start to cry and sob. Her sister walked over and hugged her in comfort. She gripped the picture tightly as other family members came to comfort her.
 
I turned to see if the little girl was still there. Sure enough, she stood in the same exact position as if time froze her. Dead heart, ice cold body and confused I did the only thing that made sense to me.  I started to walk towards the little girl. She turned and disappeared into the darkness. As for me, I felt no other choice but to follow her.  
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