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Dedicated to my mom, who showed me how to be strong.





RULES TO HELP YOU SURVIVE YOUR CAMPING EXPERIENCE


	If the ground is soft from heavy rain, reinforce tent stakes either by weighing them down or by using longer stakes.

	If you’re approached by a stranger offering you a drink from a cup made from a human skull, accept. You will not be able to eat without vomiting for the next twenty-four hours, but this is better than what they will do to you if you refuse.

	To maintain adequate water pressure, don’t split a water hose more than three times.

	If you find yourself surrounded by a group of people whose faces you cannot see no matter how hard you look, give them whatever they request. They will likely ask for an insignificant part of your body. Try not to scream when they cut it off, or they will help themselves to more. Do not refuse or try to escape. They will take far more from you if they must obtain it by force.

	While it can get cold at night, you should never see frost inside your tent. If you do, call the camp emergency number. Stay calm and don’t move. We will come get you.

	Deer do not grow to be the size of a horse. If you see a large deer, do not stare at it or its rider. Be polite if the rider speaks to you. Consider bowing. This is a sign of respect and it may bless you with its favor.

	Plan for a tent or sunshade collapse. Store valuables in strong containers that won’t break if something hits them.

	The woman with extra eyes will help you. You can trust her. If she invites you to her house for tea, accept.

	Finding jelly fungus in the forest is typically nothing to be concerned about. If you find large or multiple patches, however, do not go into the forest alone, and do not leave the light of your campfire after the sun sets. They hunt at night.

	The Lady in Chains is not in distress. Do not try to help her. It is a trap, and she will kill you.







Welcome to Goat Valley

I run a private campground—Goat Valley. It’s about three hundred acres and has been in the family for generations. Over time, that has given the land a special significance: our woods are quiet, the water is fresh, and things that are not entirely human live here. So long as the campground remains in my family, it will stay this way. We are as tied to the land as the creatures that dwell here.

I do what I can to contain the monsters and protect the campers. I have an information pack that I send out to registered visitors ahead of their arrival, which includes useful information, like a map of the campground, a guide to the local town, and some advice that just might keep them alive. It’s entitled “How to Survive Camping.”

Inside is a list of rules.

Some of my rules are mundane suggestions, simple advice to try to keep people from having their tent collapse in a storm, because I’m really tired of having campers complain that their cell phone was ruined by water. You’re outdoors. Sometimes it rains. What did you expect to happen when you stored your seven-hundred-dollar phone inside a thirty-dollar tent that’s really meant for your backyard, during the day, in sunny weather?

The rest of the rules are meant to keep people from being killed by the other inhabitants. Some of you previous visitors might be familiar with a few of them already.

For a while this has helped, but only a little. People don’t respond well to rules. It’s not because people are lazy or stupid—well, sometimes they are—but as a whole simply telling people what to do doesn’t work that well. People need to be motivated and have the ability to do the things being asked of them. Rules don’t target any of that. They create structural restrictions around us, and humanity isn’t as orderly and logical as we want to believe—and we certainly don’t like being told what to do.

But structural changes are the ones I can implement the easiest. There’s things I do other than just making the rules—such as not clearing the poison ivy out from areas known to be dangerous or surfacing the roads leading into the deeper parts of the woods with large gravel. No one likes walking on gravel, especially at night. It’s impossible to see the extra pointy rocks until they’re halfway through the sole of a cheap flip-flop.

I work with the repeat campers too, when I can. One of our most deadly residents is the Thing in the Dark, and I only let my most senior campers stay near it, to keep inexperienced people away. The senior camp might be annoying, arguing with me every year over some issue or another, but they know how to coexist with the inhuman.

Some creatures can’t be contained by clever campsite location management. The Man with No Shadow was one of these. He went from being a nuisance that approached maybe a few campers every year to aggressively trying to take my land away from me. I narrowly managed to get rid of him. I lost my uncle and killed one of my staff members in the process… but keeping old land comes with a price. I pay it because if the creatures weren’t here, they’d be out in the world, in your fields, in your barns, perhaps even in your house. And it would be your loved ones that die, instead of mine. It cost my uncle his life and maybe someday it will take mine.

But not yet.

I learned most of what I do from my parents. There was so much more they were going to teach me after I finished college, but one night my mother left the window open to our house, and the Little Girl who sits outside the house invited herself in and eviscerated her. And then my father was killed by the Beast that stalks the Little Girl. They left me to learn everything on my own… from how to deal with creatures like the Man with the Skull Cup, who I sort of get along with, to new arrivals like the Dancers, who throw amazing parties but also might kill someone. You’ll see.

Unfortunately, since I am merely the manager of the campground and my campers are short-term guests who I only meet for a couple weeks at a time, I have little ability to utilize some of the more effective means of behavioral modification. To really get people to do the right things, I need to start making an impact at the social level, and with event season starting, I’m going to have plenty of opportunities to do so. I have a lot of recurring events in the spring and summer: the Goat Valley Arts Festival, a music festival, and then we have our big event in August, Seasonal War of Royal Divisions (SWORD) for the medieval reenactors. It’s gonna be killer.

But the best way to keep people safe from the monsters is this guidebook that you’re reading. Storytelling is a useful way to affect the individual level, as it builds empathy in the person you’re trying to reach and is sort of a backdoor to the brain to get ideas planted. However, I can’t exactly go around from campsite to campsite and start telling stories to everyone as an unwanted guest. That would be obnoxious. So I started collecting my stories in these guidebooks. I’m hoping that people will actually read them. I’m hoping that you pay attention.

I’m hoping you don’t die.

I’m a campground manager. I don’t have a list of rules because I’m a pedantic asshole. It’s because I fight hard to keep people safe, more than most of my campers probably realize. I have risked my life and I have suffered pain and injury because of it. I’ve lost friends and family. But I’ll keep doing this because the consequences are too severe otherwise, too many people will suffer and die. We’ve forgotten that there are terrible creatures out there, and we believe ourselves the masters of our world.

We could not be more wrong.







PART 1 Spring

A popular season for camping, due to the mild weather. Goat Valley has open camping throughout the spring months, but pay close attention to weather forecasts when planning your visit. Frequent rainstorms can easily ruin a vacation for the unprepared. Monsters active during this season are usually not as violent but are still quite dangerous if handled improperly.
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Structural Incentives and Antisocial Behavior

This year’s camping season at Goat Valley opened at the beginning of March, when the hoarfrost had finally melted and new shoots had started pushing through the earth. The days were getting longer and the winter chill had left. My staff were cheerful. It felt like a time for new beginnings.

But then came the omens.

It started when I was told that a farmer in the area had a dog whose litter of puppies were all stillborn, save for the one that had two heads. A few days later, I found the front gate covered in spiderwebs. Then that same night there was a heavy storm. Hardly unusual for March, but the timing was deeply suspicious.

The thunder woke me an hour before dawn, so after the rain stopped and the sun peeked over the horizon, I opened the garage and drove out on my four-wheeler. We only had a handful of campers present, but I had to make sure that they were okay. It wouldn’t do to start the camping season with a death on the campground.

I’m sure readers of this guidebook are wondering how we stay open when we seem to have campers getting killed in horrible ways left and right. Our numbers aren’t usually that bad. My stories make it seem like I run Camp Sudden Demise, located in the scenic town of Murdersville, but in reality, our death and injury count is only slightly inflated from the surrounding areas. It’s a violent world out there. Even then, most of the campground’s injuries are caused by alcohol and poor decisions on the part of my campers.

Except during bad years.

During bad years, our numbers can double or even triple. And I had my reasons to believe this might be one of them.

The theory of a “bad year” has been in my family for generations. We know it’s happening by intuition, a sense that the land is uneasy and that the inhabitants are restless. I was the first in my family to solidify the theory with data, and sure enough, among the early warning signs was a marked increase in deaths, disappearances, and injuries. Not just unnatural ones, either. Lots more broken legs or people with heatstroke in bad years too. It’s a bad time for everyone.

I do have some help, though. My best asset is the Old Sheriff. He helped my parents and now he helps me. He intended to retire and was training up the New Sheriff as a replacement, but that didn’t quite go as planned. So the Old Sheriff is still my liaison with the town, even if he’d much rather be retired. He knows the deal with Goat Valley. We’re partners. The police and the campground have an arrangement, let’s just say.

Then there is Bryan, my most reliable employee. Bryan isn’t just a good worker—he also has dogs. Very special ones. And wherever Bryan goes, the gigantic black hounds go with him. I find them incredibly useful to have around, as most inhuman creatures would rather flee than deal with them. The people around town probably think them a nuisance, but no one was about to argue with the guy that has a fiercely protective pack of dogs that have somehow lived almost three times longer than any dog had a right to.

But in the morning, it was just me patrolling the campground. The storm had shaken things up a bit, and it didn’t take long to find trouble. A camper was standing in the middle of the road, clutching something to her chest, facing one of our… permanent campground residents. He wore a black hoodie with the hood drawn over his bald head. His face and ears were covered with a multitude of piercings, and plain metal bands were on his fingers, made of a metal that didn’t shine as brightly in the sunlight as it should. In his hands was cradled a cup made out of a human skull. I drove closer, reminding myself that it could always be worse.

The Man with the Skull Cup was quite survivable, so long as the intended victim agreed to take a drink.

I stopped the four-wheeler a polite distance away and waited as he raised his cup to her lips. He was speaking to her, too softly for me to make out the words, his lip piercings faintly catching the scant sunlight making it through the overcast sky. Then, balancing the cup in one hand, he pulled the parcel out of her hands and away from her chest. My heart sank.

It was a book. A guidebook, to be specific, with an alarming number of bookmarks sticking out of its pages. He considered them for a moment, removed one without bothering to look at the pages it marked, and silently handed the book back to her. He walked off, nodding to me as he passed by the four-wheeler.

“Hello, Kate,” he said, a trace of smugness in his voice.

I didn’t reply. We had a bit if history he and I, but I didn’t care to interact with him more than I absolutely had to. I watched him go for a moment, wondering what that was all about, before turning to the camper.

She was almost vibrating with excitement.

“The Man with the Skull Cup!” she exclaimed. “Except… I didn’t see them as a man. Is that normal?”

“It is,” I sighed. “Everyone sees him as someone different. Okay, now that you’ve drunk from the cup—”

“I know. Don’t eat or drink anything for twenty-four hours.”

For a moment I was pleased that the guidebook was working. People were paying attention! They knew what to do when confronted with the inhuman!

“Though I was wondering if you’ve seen the Dancers,” she continued. “I’d like to meet them next.”

And like that, my happiness evaporated.

She was a thrill-seeker. I’m familiar with that subset of my campground visitors. I describe it as antisocial behavior—breaking the rules simply because they don’t like that the rules exist. We have people that return despite having had an encounter with one of my other residents, hoping to see these creatures again. When I was a kid, I once laughed about them and called them crazy. I was parroting something I’d heard my classmates say. My father took me aside and explained that it only seemed crazy because I’d grown up with these things. For everyone else… it was like finding out dinosaurs were still alive. How would I feel if I found a campsite where dinosaurs still roamed? Wouldn’t I want to go there, no matter how dangerous it was?

I think this might have been before I watched Jurassic Park.

“So the bookmarks are…?” I asked.

“All the creatures I want to meet,” she said. “And I just crossed one off the list. Did you see him take the bookmark with him? That was so cool!”

“Yeah,” I replied through clenched teeth. “Why don’t you take a moment to find the bookmark for ‘Kate,’ because you can cross that one off your list while I make a phone call?”

“Oh but I don’t have a bookmark for the camp manager…”

I was already getting off my four-wheeler and walking away. I opened a channel on the radio.

“Bryan, please tell me you’re on the campground,” I said.

“I’m here. Where do you need me?”

“Do you think you could keep someone distracted with the dogs for a few hours while I make sure the rest of the campground is safe? This camper is using the guidebook as a checklist to find creatures. The exact opposite of its intent.”

“Sounds like someone that’d try to pet some bison,” he sighed, sounding resigned. “I’ll be right there.”

I gave him our location and then plastered my best customer service smile across my face as I walked back to the camper to tell her that she’d be able to meet Bryan’s dogs soon, so long as she stayed put. Then I got back on my four-wheeler to complete my patrol of the campground.

“Bryan,” I said over the radio as soon as I was out of earshot. “Try to get her to eat or drink something for me, will you?”

It was amazing what people will forget when they are distracted. It would only take being handed a water bottle at the right moment to slip up and break the rules of the Man with the Skull Cup. No food or water could be ingested for twenty-four hours after drinking, or the victim would be violently ill as a result.

Consequences can also be effective at changing someone’s behavior.



I needed to finish my rounds. The forest was strangely quiet as I drove through it, dodging fallen branches and debris from the storm. The air was still, though, the only sound the hum of the four-wheeler’s engine and a handful of distant birds. The conversation with the camper reminded me uncomfortably of my experience with Perchta, a Germanic goddess-turned-saint, who once threatened to disembowel me if I didn’t try harder to keep people alive. I didn’t want to give her a reason to follow through on this, but some campers made it hard.

I hadn’t seen anything else out of the ordinary by the time I descended into the deep woods. It was unlikely that the campers on-site would go down into the forest, as the rain had left massive puddles across the dirt road and brought back the bite of late winter. The deep woods are the most dangerous part of the campground. They are the furthest removed from civilization, and the dark, remote parts of the forest are where monsters live. Even I wanted to avoid the deep woods right now.

I did one last patrol of the campground to see if anything was active. The Dancers’ favorite clearing was empty. There was nothing inhuman on the road. And while the forest was still quiet and cold, perhaps it was just a normal weather pattern, and the omen reported by the Old Sheriff was nothing.

The day passed by peacefully. Still, as dusk approached, I made up a giant carafe of coffee and resolved to spend the night with my radio close at hand and the four-wheeler ready to go. Normally I wouldn’t have bothered, as my campers are all adults and can make their own bad choices, but I really was trying to be more proactive at keeping people alive, even if that was mostly about stopping Perchta from taking my insides and draping them through the forest like Christmas lights to celebrate her favorite season.



Shortly before midnight, the emergency phone rang. I was dozing lightly on the sofa and the ringtone at max volume instantly woke me. I snatched it off the table, the bright red case making it instantly recognizable even in the darkness, and hurriedly answered it. I was utterly unsurprised to hear my new least favorite camper’s voice on the other end.

“There’s, uh, frost inside the tent,” she said.


RULE #5: While it can get cold at night, you should never see frost inside your tent. If you do, call the camp emergency number. Stay calm and don’t move. We will come get you.


“I’ll be there shortly,” I said, starting the engine of the four-wheeler. “Just stay put.”

The frost was one of our less deadly phenomena. It was slow moving, and so long as we got to its victim quickly, we had plenty of time to relocate them to one of the small houses scattered around the property.

In fact, my aunt Aleda had a guest room for this specific purpose.

I drove to the campsite and stopped the four-wheeler a few yards away from the camper’s tent. The frost was spreading before my eyes. It crawled along the ground like a drop of ink in water, a glittering veil that sparkled when I shone my flashlight on it. Anxiously, I jumped off and ran over to the tent, feeling the grass shatter beneath my feet. The tent was covered in a layer of ice. Its zipper was frozen over. My camper was trapped inside.

“Get away from the sides,” I said through the thin fabric. “I’m going to cut you out.”

I pulled out my pocketknife and jammed it through the ice. It cracked and a chunk of it fell, landing against my leg. I could feel it burning through my jeans and I hastily kicked it aside. Then I sawed through the fabric, cutting a long slit from the top to the bottom. The camper pushed herself through, wrapped in both a jacket and a blanket, shaking so violently that her teeth chattered. There was frost in her hair and her lips were pale.

“Is this… normal?” she asked.

“Nope,” I replied tersely. “It shouldn’t be moving this fast. Let’s get out of here.”

I was almost at the four-wheeler when I realized I had heard only one set of footsteps cracking the frozen grass.

“What happens if you don’t leave?” she asked from behind me.

I turned. She was still standing by the tent, staring in wonderment at the ice slowly thickening around her.

“You freeze solid,” I replied. “Now let’s go.”

“And what about that?”

She pointed at something just around the corner of her tent. I hesitated, unsure if I could bully her into leaving with just words or if I’d need to walk back over there and physically drag her away. I realized then that her clothing was shining faintly in the moonlight from the frost that was encroaching onto her body, but she wasn’t moving, wasn’t walking in my direction. Just… staring at the ground.

I swore, grabbed my shotgun from the four-wheeler, and stalked back over.

On the other side of the tent was a bulge in the earth. A mound, pushing upward, cracking the frozen soil as it moved. I stared at it for a few heartbeats.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I… have no idea.”

It cracked. Like an egg.

Dark soil poured out, bubbling out of the wounds like boiling water. The ice was quick to cover it, but the earth did not stop moving—it took shape—consolidating into packed clumps of encrusted soil, the ends splitting and arranging themselves into thin columns, stretching toward the sky. Like branches, I thought. Like branches coming out of the ground, formed of dirt, veined with white lines of frost, coated with icy glass skin. A multitude of them, like a field of fresh-sprouted wheat.

They thickened. Branched. The earth cracked and churned furiously, and finally, the camper turned and ran, knowing that something was coming up out of the ground and she didn’t want to still be there when it emerged. I fired one shot at the ground, not knowing what else to do, and then I turned and ran as well.

We didn’t make it very far. The ground crumbled beneath us and the frost wrapped around it as it disintegrated, encasing the soil, and I felt ice clutch at my ankles. I threw myself forward, digging my elbows into soil that wasn’t frozen yet, and I hauled myself up and away from the crumbling earth, pulling myself onto solid ground. Then I rolled and turned to see if the camper had made it.

She had not.

She was on her chest and stomach, clawing at the soil in front of her, trying to find purchase, but she wasn’t strong enough and the earth was frozen hard as stone. The grass snapped as she raked at it, the slivers of ice biting into her fingers like needles. Her blood flowed sluggishly from the wounds and even its warmth could not melt the ice around her.

And her legs… they were entrapped in pale frozen tendrils that had emerged from the forest floor. The strands thickened, cutting through the fabric of her jeans even as it froze solid. They were dragging her backward, toward the sinkhole that had swallowed her tent whole.

“H-help!” she gasped, too frightened or too chilled to properly scream.

I grabbed hold of her wrists, dug my heels in, and began to pull. But even as strong as I am, it wasn’t enough, and I felt my feet slipping beneath me. A few moments more and I’d lose my purchase entirely and be pulled forward, into the ring of ice and within range of those grasping tendrils.

I thought about letting go. For a moment, I thought about it.

Then I felt a presence at my back, and an arm reached around me. I saw only a few details, pale skin, tinted blue and covered in lacy frost. I smelled the sharp scent of an evergreen tree.

It grabbed her by her hair. And then it pulled her straight up, and her body simply slid out of the grasp of the icy tendrils, which went lax as if in defeat. I let go too, startled, and stumbled sideways. The entity held her aloft, and I saw in his other hand, he loosely held a branch of a tree.

He threw her aside. It almost felt contemptuous. She didn’t move when she hit the ground, and I cast one last frantic glance at the stranger, just long enough to ascertain he wasn’t going to do anything more, and then I ran to her.

She was breathing. Her eyes were squeezed tight and she was crying. I pulled the hem of her jeans up, and the ice that had worked its way into the fabric cracked as I did.

Her skin was almost white, save for vivid red imprints of where the ice had grabbed hold of her.

Well, at least she didn’t seem to be dying. I turned back toward the sinkhole and the stranger and found them gone. There were no branches. No hole. No pale man covered in frost. Just a perfect ring of frozen grass, glittering like crystals in the moonlight.

“Wh-what was that?” the camper whimpered.

“I don’t know.”

“But you’re the campground manager!”

She was trying to get up. I took a short breath, tried to contain my temper, mostly failed.

“I don’t know!” I snapped. “Don’t you get it? I don’t know everything. There’s creatures on this campground I haven’t encountered yet, we get new ones that just… show up… or the ones already here change, and the only way I find out anything about them is because someone dies—someone like you!”

She was quiet a moment. Only a moment.

“Do you think we could get my tent back?” she finally asked. “My car keys and cell phone were in it.”

Maybe it was the sleep deprivation, or maybe it was the adrenaline, or maybe it was the realization that the storm was an omen and that the bad year was still happening and my campground continued to find new and horrific ways to surprise me, or maybe it was all of these, but I just screamed in frustration and walked away. I called the Old Sheriff and asked him to discretely send an ambulance and if he could come escort a camper permanently off the premises.

Private. Campground. Comes in handy sometimes.

Because while I always regretted the loss of a repeat camper’s revenue, prime camping season was about to start, and the last thing I needed was a liability like a thrill-seeker hanging around. As the frost had so dramatically proven, the bad year wasn’t over, and if I didn’t figure out how to resolve it before our big events, I was going to have a whole lot of dead campers on my hands.





Let Me Ruin Food for You

The appearance of a never-before-seen ice monster confirmed something for me. This was definitely going to be a bad year. There was nothing I hated more than dealing with a bad year. They were so much harder to manage. So many additional expenses. And the uptick in deaths, of course, should never be understated. I don’t want to lose sight of that as our primary focus here because after all, dead campers can’t come back for another visit and they certainly can’t spend money at the camp store.

Of course, dead campers also can’t leave one-star reviews because they didn’t understand that a “primitive campground” means the only toilets that flush are a twenty-minute walk away, but hey, sometimes I have to make sacrifices.

But for me, personally, it’s the little things that take their toll. The constant fear and anxiety. The crushing sense of responsibility and guilt for everything that could go wrong and does go wrong. And of course, the signs. All the little ways the world tells me that something terrible is stirring on my land, that a foul air has settled over it, and all the miserable creatures of the darkness have come to breathe deep of its putrescence.

Like the spiders in my brussels sprouts.

I used to not like brussels sprouts. But then someone showed me that if you cut them in half, brush them with oil, sprinkle them with salt and pepper, and bake them until they’re soft and a little bit charred on top, they’re delicious. I probably make them about once a month now. So a few days after my near-popsicle-camper fiasco, I got a bag of nice big brussels sprouts from the same grocery store in town where we buy the camp store’s groceries (and then resell at an upcharge) and started cutting them in half.

There was something dark inside of the first one. Something that crunched and then oozed white-green liquid onto the cutting board.

After I finished throwing the cutting board, knife, and brussels sprout as far away from me as I could in a panic, I recovered my wits enough to carefully inspect what the hell was inside of my sprouts.

It was a spider.

A spider curled up at the heart, legs pulled in tight like it was incubating inside the leaves.

I cut another in half. It, too, made a sickening crunch as I sliced the knife through, and a severed leg clung to the blade. Then I worked up my courage and instead of cutting one in half, I peeled the leaves back. One by one, I gingerly ripped them off, heart hammering. And finally, when only a handful of thin white leaves remained and I could see the shiny black body through the translucent tips… the spider moved.

Its legs shot through the seam between the leaves, and the remains of the sprout surged as it clawed its way free. I shrieked and threw it to the ground and then grabbed the cutting board and tried to smash it into a pulp, but it’d escaped its leafy prison and it was fast. It scuttled across the floor even as I desperately chased it with the cutting board—which is an unwieldy weapon, to be honest, but there was no way in hell I was stomping on that thing with bare feet—and then it found a crack between the wall and the cupboards and it was gone.

I dropped the rest of the brussels sprouts into the garbage disposal and let it run for a good ten minutes. Then I stood and shook my clothes out violently until I was convinced that there were no spiders on me. I’m pretty good with creepy crawlies, given my job, but this was too far.

Unfortunately, I had a bad feeling that the spider problem wasn’t isolated to my fridge. I left the house and made straight for the camp store, which is in an old barn on the grounds. It’s beautiful and creepy in that New England someone-probably-died-in-here way—which on my campground is something that actually happens.



Aunt Aleda was working the cash register. She eyed me as I stalked past and headed straight for the produce. We don’t keep much on hand. For big events we encourage the campers to leave the campground and visit the grocery store in town. It helps with our relationship with the locals. I pulled out my pocketknife and cut into a random apple.

No spiders.

The tomato I tried next was infested. Spiders. Yes, plural.

I swore and chucked it as hard as I could out through the open barn door. For the snap peas, I did the sensible thing and took one outside and stomped on it to split it open—and conveniently crush the spiders contained inside in the process. After that, the only thing left to check were the cantaloupes and I decided to just destroy those because I didn’t care to see the size—or the quantity—of the spiders they might contain.

Then I got on the radio.

“Spiders are acting weird.”

“Weird like… swarming?” Bryan quickly radioed back.

This didn’t sound good. “Swarming what?”

“Something gelatinous. Looks like jellied pork. The spiders are… eating it.”

He sounded disgusted.

Have you ever come across a patch of a substance like yellow-white snot, lying in thick globs on the floor of the forest?

Sometimes it’s just jelly fungus—a type of mushroom that grows in clusters that appear translucent or shiny.

Sometimes it’s not.

This is how you can tell the difference. Prick your finger and let a few drops of blood fall onto it. If the blood drips off, you are fine. If the mass swallows it, contracting around the blood and absorbing it, taking on a fleshy, pink color; then it is not just jelly fungus, and you should return to your home and not go into the woods after dark.

“Is it Yarn Ball debris?” I asked.

“I really hope not.”

“Did you check?”

“No…”

He was reluctant to answer.

“Bryan,” I said sternly. “You know what to do.”

“Fine, fine, hold on. OUCH!”

Little dramatic, but whatever. At least he was checking if it was the detritus of an inhuman monster or not.


RULE #9: Finding jelly fungus in the forest is typically nothing to be concerned about. If you find large or multiple patches, however, do not go into the forest alone and do not leave the light of your campfire after the sun sets. They hunt at night.


Yarn Ball sounds less terrifying than the more accurate description of “arm balls,” but I call them that on the campground so I can reference them freely in front of campers without anyone being alarmed.

They’re formed from a central gelatinous mass of flesh. Initially, they start with only two or three arms, but they seek out more by finding human victims and ripping their limbs off. They attach these stolen appendages to their own body until arms are all you can see, sticking out haphazardly from its core. They are fast, clawing their way across the ground, half skittering and half rolling as their multitude of arms drag them along. The more arms they have, the faster they are and the more dangerous.

When they run out of room for more arms, they start disemboweling their victims and adding the loops of intestines to their core so that they can grow larger and have more surface area for arms. My parents’ notes say that if we start finding victims missing both their insides and their arms, then the campsite needs to close and teams of five need to sweep the area until the Yarn Ball is found and dispatched.

“Ah, shit,” Bryan replied. “It reacted to the blood I dripped on it. Then the spiders carried it off in pieces.”

I radioed the rest of my staff, telling a few of them to watch the roads leading into the forest and keep track of which campers went in. We needed them out of the woods by nightfall. We had a small number of campers, and they were all set up where the field started to give way to trees, just uphill of the deep woods.

The rest of my staff were to check in on the campers who were in their tents and tell them to stay out of the woods after dark. I told them to say a mountain lion was spotted in the area. Nothing to worry about, but don’t go wandering about on your own. It might be willing to attack an isolated individual.

This was not entirely a lie. Yarn Balls avoid large groups of people. They, too, prefer to pick off solitary individuals who are far from the safety of others. So as long as my campers stayed out of the woods and close to their friends, they’d be safe.



At sundown, five of my staff and myself got our gear and headed out into the woods. Overtime pay is a great way to get volunteers. We each carried a radio on a dedicated channel with one person remaining at the office to help coordinate between the six of us. I had my shotgun. The others had guns as well, whatever they felt comfortable with. All of us carried a primary source of light with a couple backups—just in case. And then we split up, and before you accuse us of some Scooby Doo shit, we all have the right Yarn Ball equipment and know how to use it. You see, Yarn Balls are repulsed by light. Shine a flashlight on them and they’ll scatter, but they’re agile and will promptly try to attack you from another angle. Our solution is a heavy-duty lantern light mounted on a pole so we can hold it above our heads and encompass the entire area around us in light. It works very well, and if you attach the pole to a harness, you can still carry a gun, allowing us to hunt them with almost no risk to ourselves.

I was investigating a white clump of some congealed mass, trying to determine if it was part of a Yarn Ball, a kind of mushroom, or leftover vomit from a camper that had drunk too much when my radio crackled. A curious camper had gone in search of the mountain lion. Fortunately, his girlfriend had informed my staff because he was—in her words—“a damn fucking idiot.”

I swore and straightened, my circle of light swaying erratically around me. What was with the thrill-seekers lately?

“Change of plans,” I said over the radio. “We find this guy first. Then we resume searching for Yarn Balls.”

Of course, I was the one who found him. He wasn’t hard to locate, on account of how he was noisily crashing through the forest, breaking branches and stumbling over the uneven terrain with every step. Certainly, he’d tried for stealth by leaving his flashlight behind, but even if there was a mountain lion in the area, the racket he was making would have scared it off, so this guy certainly wasn’t the sharpest tack.

But the noise had attracted the Yarn Ball.

He wasn’t stumbling like a drunk through the woods because he was clumsy—he was trying to flee. I heard his panicked cries as I approached and saw him running, flailing, trying to fight his way through the forest, blinded by the darkness, as a rolling, tumbling ball the size of a large dog continued to gain on him. It clawed its way forward, each arm snapping out and seizing the soft earth with its fingers, yanking itself forward, before another hand latched onto the soil and another and another.

I broke into a run.

“Over here!” I yelled. “Here! Run toward the light!”

I turned on my hand flashlight and shone it in his direction, hoping that the narrow beam of light might do something to ward off the Yarn Ball. Instead, I saw his face, pale white in the flashlight’s beam, and saw the pink mass of flesh moments behind him and knew he wouldn’t make it.

Then the Lady with Extra Eyes appeared.

She stepped out of the night, like it was a curtain that had been drawn across her and she’d merely shrugged it aside. I felt a surge of relief at the sight of her, with her simple skirt and blouse in pastel earth tones, her dark locks of hair blending in with the night shadows, and the symmetrical multitude of eyes that covered her cheeks and brow. She was one of the good ones, a helpful entity, who had been there for me in the past. She had been a constant reassuring presence throughout my life.

Though that wasn’t quite the case anymore. We’d had a falling out on account of an employee who I had decapitated. Not my finest moment… but this employee killed my uncle in the same way while under the control of one of the campground’s monsters. My anger got the best of me.

The Lady with Extra Eyes had said that she’d never help me again. But she wasn’t here for me. She was here for the camper.

She touched the man’s shoulder, grabbing his arm just above the elbow, and spun him about and pulled him close to her. The Yarn Ball stopped where it was, dragging its fingers into the dirt to halt its momentum, and then it reversed its course and… fled.

I considered going after it. Perhaps I should have. But my first priority was my campers, and so I went to him, to where he stood with his hands on his knees, doubled over, wheezing and coughing. The lady had her hand on his back and all those eyes furrowed in concern.

“So the mountain lion story is bullshit,” I said as I approached. “But you’re safe now. I can take you back to camp.”

He looked up at me in abject relief. Then he turned to face his rescuer.

She smiled at him, her cheeks dimpling around the eyes set closest to her lips. They all blinked in unison.

And the man screamed, turned, and ran back into the woods, out of the circle of light that would have kept him safe.

“Are you fucking kidding me— GET BACK HERE!” I hollered at him.

I took one step to follow.

“It’s too late,” the Lady with Extra Eyes said quietly.

I paused at her warning and then ran after him anyway. I was gaining on him, he was only a few yards ahead of me—and then a mass fell from the trees overhead and onto the camper’s back, dragging him to the ground. Another skittered out of the darkness, and then a third.

They quarreled over their prey, clawing at each other as much as they grabbed at his limbs, until finally he wiggled forward enough on the ground to free his upper body while two fought by his legs, and the third seized its opportunity. It grasped his shoulder, then his elbow, and ripped his arm free with a sickeningly wet sound of meat tearing, almost drowned out by the man’s shrill, agonized shriek. Then the Yarn Ball tore off into the darkness, quickly followed by the other two, intent on stealing its prize.

“Everyone,” I said over the radio, “get out of the deep woods. There’s more than one Yarn Ball out there.”

Then I ran to the camper, who was bleeding profusely into the dirt. I fell to my knees, slipping on the goop shed by the Yarn Balls, and stared at him in dismay. I had to stop the bleeding, but his right arm had been ripped clean out of the socket, so there was nothing to tourniquet. Desperately, I tore off my jacket and tried to staunch the bleeding with pressure alone. It wasn’t enough. He was dead within minutes.

We told his girlfriend that he had found the mountain lion after all and that we would send his maimed corpse back home for burial.



The next day when the sun had risen, I went to ask Aunt Aleda for help. She had an idea of how to find the Yarn Balls.

“Let’s follow the spiders,” she said. “Didn’t Bryan say they were feeding on Yarn Ball debris the other day?”

She had a point. So reluctantly, I said we’d give it a try.

The two of us went into the deep woods together. It was daylight so we were mostly safe—from the Yarn Balls anyway. I brought my shotgun. Aunt Aleda brought a can of gasoline and a shovel. Eventually we came across a large fallen tree covered in a mass of spiders, crawling every which way. Something glistened wetly in the space just beneath its uprooted branches.

Together, my aunt and I cleared out the surrounding brush to form a firebreak. The spiders scattered all at once.

“Weird,” I said

Then Aunt Aleda emptied the gasoline over the log.

Then we set it on fire.

Fire is an excellent weapon against inhuman creatures, and Yarn Balls are particularly combustible. As the ground caved in to the flames, the Yarn Balls went up like dry tinder, thrashing and squirming like boiling pasta. Their flesh melted like wax, dying in silence other than the crackle of the fire.

One of them, the biggest, managed to drag itself out of their nest. It burned as it dragged itself across the cleared dirt by only one arm, the rest of its arms trailing limp behind it with cracked black skin that wept clear liquid. It stretched quivering fingers out toward me and then collapsed and went still.

The Lady with Extra Eyes emerged behind us.

“You found it,” she said.

We turned. She’d come up out of the woods without a sound and stood at the edge of the clearing we’d made.

Aunt Aleda nodded tersely to her, and she smiled in return. Then the lady turned her attention to the smoldering Yarn Ball.

She stared down at the dead monstrosity, gave a small sigh, and knelt. She produced a pair of shears and grimly cut the camper’s arm free from the fleshy core.

“I’ll take care of him,” she murmured, stroking the blistered flesh of the arm’s wrist. “I couldn’t save him last night but there is something else I can do for him.”

She took the arm with her when she left.

Aunt Aleda looked at me.

“I don’t know what she’s doing with it,” I said, “and I’m not pressing my luck by asking. She’s unhappy with me right now, but at least she’s helping my campers.”

“Sort of,” Aunt Aleda muttered under her breath. “I guess we’re going to have to send the corpse home one arm short after all.”





The Harvesters

A few days later, I called my brother, Tyler, and asked if he’d drop by after he was done with work. If the bad year was continuing, then it meant that something around here was keeping it going. There was always something responsible for a bad year. I needed to brainstorm with someone who grew up on the campground like I did. By the time he arrived, I’d compiled a list of all our known entities on the campground. As you may be aware, I like lists, and my logic was if I organized the list in order of the most likely creature and worked my way down and took them out, I reasoned I’d eventually stop the bad year.

“Please don’t do this,” my brother said once I’d presented my work to him.

“C’mon, it’s a win-win!” I said. “Even if I don’t stop the bad year, getting rid of these creatures will make the campground safer by the time we host the May Day Arts Festival.”

He grabbed the paper and waved it frantically in front of my face.

“Look at this!” he snapped. “This is all the major players on the campground!”

“Yes—exactly—”

“Generations of our family haven’t been able to eliminate any of these things and now you want to take on all of them? I mean—look! The Harvesters are number six on the list? You want to pick a fight with the Harvesters?!”

“No, I don’t, actually. That’s why they are so far down in priority.”

He sighed and placed the list on the table, rubbing his forehead with his fingers.

“Look, Kate, I know you’re searching for a solution here, but let’s be honest—killing all of these creatures isn’t a viable option. That’s even assuming some of them can be killed. And you should know better than any of us what happens if you fail.”

“I need to do something.”

“Well… can you at least start with something easier, like the Man with the Skull Cup?”

“Seriously? The one creature that is barely a problem around here?” I snapped. “All you have to do is take a drink from him.”

“Right. Easy target.”

I took a breath and tried to calm down.

“He’s a lot more dangerous than you think,” I said quietly. “I don’t know how, but… I’ve got a feeling.”

An uncomfortable silence stretched between us. I glanced at the list, my eyes drawn reluctantly to where “the Harvesters” rested next to the number six.

“I’m kind of on a deadline here,” I finally said. “We can’t have SWORD during a bad year.”

“Then cancel the big events.”

“We need the money. The campground budget is—”

“Fine,” Tyler snapped as he stood. “I get it. Keeping the campground running is your top priority. Can I at least borrow Mom’s journal? Maybe I’ll find something useful in it, and you can focus on getting ready for camping season.”

I was all too happy to accept his offer of help. In truth, I wasn’t convinced any of the entities on my list were the ones stirring up the bad year. It no longer matched the pattern of the previous bad years, in which a single entity was unusually active and that in turn caused the other entities to also step up their hunting. I thought of it as animals competing for prey. I’d removed the creature that was the most active and yet… here I was, with the frost behaving in a manner I hadn’t seen before.

I stared at the list left behind on the table by Tyler. The Harvesters probably should have been higher on my list of concerns, but I put them at number six because I was loath to do anything to them. They were survivable, so long as the victim cooperated. In their case, however, cooperation was a monstrous thing to ask of someone.

We had learned about them from my mother. She had told me a lie when I was six years old and I asked her why I only had nine toes, and it was a beautiful lie. I gave my missing toe away, she had said, when I was little. I came across a fairy in the woods who had no nose. She was crying and when she told me why she was sad, I said she could have my nose if it would make her happy again. And the fairy refused because it was too great a gift. So I offered the fairy a finger and that could become her nose instead, because I had ten fingers. And again the fairy refused. Then I offered her a toe and the fairy thought about it and finally said that she supposed a toe wouldn’t be missed that much, and she took the smallest of my toes and it became a cute button nose.

But not as cute as my nose, my dad would say, and he’d pinch it to make me giggle.

Then Mother would say that the wicked monsters that stole the crying fairy’s nose were still out there. She’d say this so solemnly that I’d stop laughing and listen as she explained that this was why I couldn’t go into the woods by myself. Someday I could go alone, she promised me. Once I knew how to protect myself. This is how my parents introduced me to the dangers—and wonders—of an old land. They told me stories of heroes and monsters, and one day, I saw my uncle carrying the remains of something that looked almost human out of the forest and I realized the stories were meant to be warnings. I think that was my first step out of childhood.

It wasn’t until I was in high school, helping my father bury the remains of a camper who was divested of their liver, that I thought to ask him what really happened to my missing toe.

“There’s creatures in the forest that don’t have faces,” my father said. “They travel in a group and we don’t know what they are. They take things from you. They won’t kill you necessarily, but they often exact a price.”

He spoke absently, in short phrases as he dug into the earth. It was the middle of summer and the earth was parched, packed hard and brittle. His face was flushed with exertion and sweat shone on his brow.

“Mom went out into the woods when she was pregnant with you,” he continued. “She went alone and on foot. I don’t know why. She was only a few days away from her due date.”

He stabbed the shovel into the ground and stared at it dully for a moment, old frustration etched into the corners of his eyes. I thought about the fights I’d overheard, when they yelled at each other in hushed voices, their anger simmering low, as if that could keep from waking me or my brother up. I wondered if this was what they fought about.

“She always says she doesn’t know why she did it,” he sighed, and scooped up another shovelful of soil. “Anyway, Mom was approached by the people with no faces. They wear these… raincoats. Thin, dull gray, with the hoods raised, and no matter how hard you look at them, the memory of their faces slips away as soon as you look away. They carry scalpels. And… they asked her for something.”

And of course my mother said she would grant it, because she was surrounded, and when confronted with creatures so much more powerful than yourself, the best strategy is to simply go along with what they ask and hope for mercy. This is something everyone in my family learns.

“They asked for a toe, but not hers,” my father continued. “And they called you by name, Kate, the one she had picked out but hadn’t told anyone yet, not even me. They took the smallest of your toes and left behind an incision in her stomach, not even an inch long. Then she came back to the house, I panicked and rushed her to the doctor, and you were delivered four days early via emergency C-section. You both lived.”

Not everyone in my family has been so lucky.

It started with my great-aunt Pearl and my second cousin, her grandson Nevin. At that time, Pearl lived on the outskirts of town. She didn’t get along with her brother—my grandfather—and I suppose even after he died, the campground had a lot of bad memories. I saw her at holidays and special occasions, but that was it. I mostly knew her through Nevin, who had started working for my parents a few years back and adored his grandmother.

Then one day he went into the woods by himself and while he was there, he made a terrible mistake. I remember my father coming out of the woods, carrying Nevin in his arms, his face set and grim. Nevin was screaming, a blind terror that froze my limbs, and I stood there, shocked and senseless, until my mother appeared and ordered me back into the house. The bite of her words snapped me back to myself and I turned and ran, but not before I saw how my second cousin’s legs moved.

They flopped limply from the knee down. Swaying back and forth with every step my father took. Like noodles, I remember thinking. Like noodles. And the next time my mom made spaghetti, weeks later, I only took three bites before I thought of Nevin’s legs and threw up on my plate.

That evening, after the hospital had gotten him sorted out, my mother sat my brother and me down and told us what had happened. We were both in high school now and they didn’t tell us lies about the campground. Nevin had encountered the people with no faces, she said. They’d asked for the tip of one of his fingers and he’d tried to escape. Thought he could reach the four-wheeler if he just sprinted. So they’d taken the tibia and fibula from both legs. The doctors amputated the limbs just below the knee.

After he lost his legs, Great-Aunt Pearl became a fixture on our campground. I remember thinking it odd that she’d be here, constantly, sitting in the rocking chair on our porch with her knitting in her lap. The campground had belonged to her until the scandal, when ownership passed to her brother’s line (my grandfather). My great-aunt didn’t have much to do with the campground once she relinquished control, however. She felt it would be crass to hover, and instead she let it go and allowed the next generation make of it what they wished.

I liked having Pearl around. I did my homework out on the front porch, sitting on the floor with my back against the house, and sometimes she’d tell me things about the land. One day, generations before I was born, she told me, it’d changed into old land. Sure, she said, back then the trees had that thick quality to them—how they seemed to close in around you and tuck you away from the world—but it didn’t feel dangerous like it sometimes did now. She didn’t blame anyone for that, she sighed. It’s just something that happens. The forest never did belong to humans. That’s why we cut it down and build our houses in its place.

This was the last story she told me before she died. She kept one of our radio units nearby, and it crackled as one of the staff reported that they’d seen a small group of people moving through the woods in jackets.

“Well, that’s that,” Great-Aunt Pearl said, setting her knitting aside. “Time for me to go.”

I thought she meant “go home” so I didn’t say much else other than tell her goodbye. But after a while, I realized that I hadn’t heard her car engine start. When I looked, it was still in the driveway.

There’d been a finality to the way she said it was time to go. The pieces started to fall into place. I ran inside, grabbed the spare radio, and frantically broadcast that I thought my great-aunt had gone into the forest. Then I went after her. I took one of the four-wheelers. I didn’t have a plan. I just wanted to find her before she found the people with no faces.

This is something I’ve had to learn. You can’t always save people, especially when they don’t want to be saved.

I caught up with Great-Aunt Pearl as the last of the people with no faces encircled her. I killed the engine and tumbled off the four-wheeler, running the rest of the way on foot. I hit one of them, grabbing its arm and trying to use my momentum to knock it out of the way, to give me room to get through to my great-aunt. It was like striking a stone. The person didn’t even flinch, merely shook their arm and broke my grip as if I weren’t even there. I tried again, grabbing at their jacket and then at the hood, trying to yank it back.

They turned at that. Seized my wrist and took a step toward me, forcing me back and away from the circle. I think the fact that they’d already taken one of my toes before I was even born was the only reason they didn’t harm me, even as I screamed and kicked at the one that held me at arm’s length.

Through all this, my great-aunt remained stoic. She never even looked in my direction. Just stood there, gray hair like silver in the filtered sunlight, back straight, shoulders set. Pearl was in her mid-nineties, but there was strength in her, like all her frailty had been tossed aside for this one last task.

“We have a request for you,” one of the Harvesters said to Great-Aunt Pearl. “May we have the tip of your right ear? Just a small thing, quickly taken and easily forgotten.”

“Yes, of course,” she replied softly. “I’ll give you what you ask.”

The Harvester raised its scalpel, positioning it near the tip of her ear. Her hand moved so fast—shot up and seized its fingers, twisted, and then she had the scalpel and the person with no face was stepping backward. I sensed its surprise.

My great-aunt stabbed it in the face.

It screamed, a high, shrill sound, and the birds exploded from the nearby trees with shrieks of their own. I screamed, covering my ears, and the person holding me back released me and turned toward my great-aunt. They converged on her, brandishing their scalpels, and she lunged at another with her stolen weapon. Behind her, the one she’d stabbed first had collapsed to the ground and was convulsing. Then it went still and limp, like the body was flattening into the earth.

My great-aunt fought like a wild beast. I don’t know how many of them she stabbed. Their screams were deafening. But she was outnumbered, and they overwhelmed her and forced her to the ground, and then they began removing her organs.

I heard her scream at me to run. So I ran.

I’m not sure how far I went. I was running blind, not even on the trail, barely able to see through my tears. I don’t know who—or what—grabbed me. There was just a hand suddenly on the back of my shirt, jerking me to a halt, and then before I could even rationalize what had happened, they had spun me around and were holding me close, burying my face against their shoulder.

“It’s okay,” the man murmured. “It’ll be okay. Your Great-Aunt has chosen her time and you shouldn’t weep for that. So many don’t get to choose.”

He held me until I stopped crying. And when I raised my head, he was gone and I was alone. I never found out what he was.

During Great-Aunt Pearl’s funeral, my mother bitterly commented that it was like these creatures were harvesting our family. The name stuck—they were now the Harvesters.



I’d spent most of my time managing the campground trying not to interact with or even think about the Harvesters. However, I was now looking for a creature that was keeping the campground stirred up, continuing the bad year. Something intelligent and able to plan ahead. I glanced down at my foot and my missing toe. Despite Tyler’s—and my—misgivings, I had to reluctantly admit that the Harvesters fit the bill. They were malicious, cruel, and cunning. I crossed them out on my list and rewrote their name at the very top.

Now I had to find them, and I knew just how to do it.





Paint for Your Life

Our first event of the year was the May Day Arts Festival, which I thought would keep people out of the deep woods. With lots of vendors—all paying me vending fees—it was a good money-maker event that tended to keep people in the barns. Most of the people attending would be there for the day only and we had minimal people camping overnight. It was as good of circumstances as I could hope for.

However, old land has a way of drawing people into it. The meditative allure of the forest would be overwhelmingly enticing for artists in search of inspiration.

And inevitably, someone had to wander off easel in tow.

“Are you sure you want to go down after them alone?” Emily asked. She was a seasonal hire, a little forgetful and unobservant, but otherwise reliable.

“Oh, absolutely,” I said. “I’ve got the most experience dealing with monsters, after all.”

And I had no moral qualms about maybe waiting just a little bit longer to rescue someone so I could observe whatever creature came after them, especially if they “wandered” into an area known for Harvester activity. It’s called “research.” Very important part of my job.

“It shouldn’t take long at all,” I said, glancing at Emily.

She flashed me a hopeful smile and a thumbs-up. Ah, the unspoiled hopefulness of youth. That’d be ruined once I returned with a bleeding and screaming camper in tow. Broke my heart a little.

But only a little.

“Have fun!” she said.

Right. Fun. I shrugged on my safety vest and grabbed my shotgun. The vest wasn’t just for visibility. Playing “guess and check” with monsters is not a smart idea, so we sew literally every talisman and charm we can think of to a safety vest and go out equipped with that. Yes, it looks as ridiculous as it sounds. So next time you’re like, ooooh Kate is a badass, just try to envision me wearing a bright-orange vest with reflective strips and a flea market’s worth of stones with holes in them, glass beads in the shape of eyes, and winged penises hanging off of it. I’m sure that’ll ruin it for you.

Hey. Don’t judge. Winged penises were used by the Romans to ward off the evil eye.

I drove the four-wheeler down into the deep woods. For about twenty minutes it was blissfully quiet. Then just as I approached the midpoint of the deep woods, I saw the bait—I mean, festival attendee—approaching.

He was walking very quickly. Not jogging, but certainly keeping a fast pace. He kept looking behind him. He had ditched the easel, which was concerning, as those aren’t cheap. I pulled the four-wheeler up in front of him, turning it sideways in case we needed to make a quick retreat.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“There’s, uh, these people in raincoats,” he said, glancing behind him in apprehension.

Fantastic. Just the monsters I was hoping to see. I struggled to keep my expression neutral.

“They don’t have faces, right?” I asked.

He looked shocked for a moment and then nodded slowly.

I’d often found that campers were reluctant to say things that might make them sound crazy, and if I said it first, they’d be more willing to open up.

“Okay, so here’s what you gotta do,” I said, pulling the guidebook out of my back pocket.


RULE #4: If you find yourself surrounded by a group of people whose faces you cannot see no matter how hard you look, give them whatever they request. They will likely ask for an insignificant part of your body. Try not to scream when they cut it off, or they will help themselves to more. Do not refuse or try to escape. They will take far more from you if they must obtain it by force.


He dutifully read it aloud and then went very pale.

“I can’t paint without my fingers!” he said with a gasp, staring at me with wide eyes.

“Well, they might take an ear instead…” I said to reassure him.

I guess that’s not actually a comforting thing to hear. He backed away from me, glancing left and right like an animal in a cage, and then he broke into a dead sprint down the road.

“You’re going the wrong way!” I yelled after him. “That just leads deeper into the forest!”

I watched until he was out of sight, vanishing between the trees and leaving me with the silence of the forest. I sighed and began driving down the road after him, reasoning that I should do the right thing and be there to administer first aid after his involuntary amputation.

It didn’t take long before a scream rent the air. I gunned the engine and raced toward the sound. As I drew closer, I heard cries from up ahead, growing steadily shorter and more panicked. The cries someone makes in a struggle.

They’d gotten to him. And now he was fighting back.

I swore in my head. It was in the rules. He had just read them. God knows what they’d take from him now. A leg? A kidney? A length of his entrails? I felt sick just thinking of it.

Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea after all. I should have known better than to depend on my campers to follow the rules.

There was a path of flowers ahead of me. I stopped the four-wheeler and jumped off, following them and the sound of the painter’s cries, until I came to a clearing. A wooden fence encircled a small house with moss growing on the roof and a tree hunkered next to it. The interior of the house was dark, and the painter… he was on the front steps, one hand outstretched, beating frantically at the door even as two of the Harvesters grabbed his arms and dragged him backward.

The Harvesters pulled the man out through the gate, away from the house. I took a sharp breath and broke into a sprint, covering the remaining distance between me, the Harvesters, and their victim.

“Could you just—not?” I panted, stopping a yard away. “Look, I know your whole deal is you take a whole lot more from someone if they fight back, but this isn’t entirely his fault. I spooked him and he’s not thinking rationally right now. That’s on me. So maybe just give him a pass this time?”

It considered my request. It really did. I could tell by its expression—though I could not see the details—and by the way its head tilted slightly to the side.

“Are you… trying to negotiate?” it finally said.

“Yes! I absolutely am! Maybe you could just take like one finger? Or if it has to be something a bit more important, how about one kidney?”

Losing a kidney was survivable, after all. The Harvester hadn’t moved, the empty hood of its raincoat still trained on me as I talked.

“One of our number is missing,” it said. “Have you seen them?”

“What? No, I can’t say I have. What does that have to do with anything?”

“We won’t take a body part from him,” the Harvester said.

“Wow—that’s great—thank you—” I babbled, hardly believing my luck.

Behind it, the two Harvesters holding the camper hauled him to his feet. A third Harvester stepped toward him. The painter’s eyes were wide, the pupils dilated in terror. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the thing in the Harvester’s hands.

It wasn’t a scalpel.

It was a raincoat.

And the Harvester unfolded it while the two that held him twisted his arms back, holding him by the elbow to make it easier to slip the coat on over his wrists.

“If we cannot find our missing member,” the Harvester facing me said tonelessly, “we must replace them.”

“No no no no,” I shouted, raising my shotgun. “This is not better!”

I fired. I aimed for the nearest Harvester’s center of mass. The shell punched through its torso and ashen sand drained from the wound. It took a step toward me, seemingly unaffected, and I fired again, hoping to hit something of importance inside that raincoat. Then I realized that I didn’t have extra ammunition on me. It was all on the four-wheeler, which sat uselessly back at the road.

So I threw the gun at the approaching Harvester.

Look, I’m doing the best I can, okay?

The shotgun spiraled in a lopsided arc and went straight through the Harvester’s face and hit the back of the raincoat’s hood. The motion jerked the hood back, revealing the gaping void behind.

There was a face there. I knew there was, even as my eyes denied it, and a wave of dizziness caused me to stumble, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from its empty face.

Slowly, deliberately, it raised both hands and pulled the hood back up. It stared at me the whole time. Its brethren also stopped and turned to stare at me. The painter, panting hard in the clutches of the two Harvesters, resumed his frantic struggles.

There was one last thing to try. Maybe I could buy him time in the commotion. I ran at the Harvester and threw myself at its legs, intending to bring it down and then grab the leg of the one next to it. If I could knock them both down, then perhaps I could get at the ones that held the man before they recovered. Or at least foul things up enough for him to be able to free himself.

It was kind of like tackling a tree. My chin hit flesh and bone with a flash of pain that signified a major impending bruise. And then the Harvester grabbed my ponytail and threw.

My back and shoulder blades hit a tree. All the air was knocked out of my lungs in a rush, and I fell to the forest floor, unable to suck in oxygen. I lay there, writhing and finally gasping as my lungs released, and then the camper began to scream again. Not in terror. Not in exertion.

In agony.

I stumbled to my feet. They had the raincoat on over his arms and were drawing it up to his shoulders. And the sleeves… the sleeves were twisted all the way around. Like wringing a wet rag. And like a wet rag… they dripped.

Blood rained from the remains of his arms. Bits of bone punctured the fabric of the raincoat like ivory needles. He collapsed to his knees, shrieking, and the Harvesters surrounded him. Their movements were slow and deliberate.

Gentle.

They pulled the raincoat around his body and I heard the zipper as they drew it closed under his chin. Then—a crunch—a grinding noise as bone splintered, and his screams ended abruptly with a wet cough. Silence reclaimed the forest, broken only by my ragged breathing and the drip of blood into the puddle that spread at the feet of the assembled Harvesters, far too much blood for the dirt to drink so quickly.

I staggered forward, grabbing hold of a nearby tree for balance. The Harvesters drew back, and I saw, rising in the center of their circle, a figure in a raincoat, and when it raised its head, I could not make out the face.

I tasted blood in my mouth, and I brought it to the fore of my tongue and spat it into the dirt in their direction. They exchanged glances and I felt that something was passing between them. They were considering something. I mentally gauged the distance between me and the four-wheeler back on the road, wondering if I could sprint that far before they grabbed me if I had to.

“You got what you wanted,” I said tersely. “Right? Your replacement?”

“We did,” one of them replied. “But a thought has occurred to us. Do you still wish to negotiate?”

“About what? You killed him! He’s gone! There’s no one left I can save.”

“And we might take more, should we continue to lose members.”

I couldn’t have more people dying so soon in the season. Especially not if I wanted to keep my insides… inside… when Perchta returns in the winter.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked.



I called the Old Sheriff as soon as I was out of the deep woods and back at my office.

“We’ve got a dead painter,” I said, and even I could hear how unsteady my voice was.

“Shit, Kate, you need those events to work, not to have people die.”

“I know! I know.”

“What kind of shape is the body in?”

I swallowed hard. I still heard the crunching of bones ringing in my ears.

“There… isn’t a body,” I replied.

Which would make this easier to hide. I’d check his registration, and if he came alone, all we had to do was dispose of his car and wait for someone to notice he was missing. Then we’d claim he’d left the campground, and we had no idea what happened after that.

People go missing pretty easily.

“And it gets worse,” I continued. “The Harvesters are… recruiting.”

I told him the full story and he swore softly when I was finished.

“And you’re going to help them find their missing buddy?” he asked.

“Yeah, that was the bargain. I find the missing Harvester and figure out what took it. And that way they don’t need to turn any more campers into more versions of themselves.”

“That’s not a bargain. That’s a hostage situation.”

“I know!” I huffed. “But what else can I do? I’ve never seen the Harvesters do this. This is unprecedented. Ever since The Man with No Shadow killed my uncle, I… I feel like my control over this land is unraveling.”

“You don’t have to do this alone. You’ve got people and… your family has a special relationship with the land. Use it.”

He was right. I was the campground manager and that meant the entities here treated me a little differently. And there was one entity in particular that I knew would help my campers.





It Is Never Too Late to Make Up

The Old Sheriff was right. I didn’t have only human allies at my disposal. The Lady with Extra Eyes had helped my campers once already—or at least, she’d tried to. It was hardly her fault that the camper had spooked and run straight into the waiting arms of the Yarn Balls. But the painter that the Harvesters recruited… she’d done nothing for him. That worried me.

You should know that it was her house that the path of flowers led us to. It can’t be found unless she wants it to be found, but when she’s open to visitors, the flowers show the way. I recognized that path of bloodroot, the tiny white flowers leading through the woods to her front doors. She had to be aware of what happened. But she hadn’t come to his rescue. If she had a reason for refusing the man entry, then I wanted to know it.

And selfishly, I also just wanted to see her again. I wanted to see her and ask why she’d said she wouldn’t help me anymore, tell her that if this was about how I’d killed one of my employees, then maybe she could give me another chance. Things were changing. I was trying to change.

But ultimately, this wasn’t about me. This was about my campers. I firmly reminded myself of this as I set out into the deep woods, clutching a bag of tea tightly in one hand.

The deep woods aren’t particularly dense, but they have a way of obscuring things from sight that don’t want to be seen. This was true for even a benevolent entity like the Lady with Extra Eyes. There were ways to coerce inhuman creatures into revealing themselves—or ways to find them even if they were unwilling to be found.

My mother taught these ways to me when I was very young and we were going to visit the Lady with Extra Eyes. It would be my first time meeting her.

I’m not certain how old I was, but these are among my earliest memories, so I wasn’t very old at all. It wasn’t long after my grandfather died. The moments around his death are seared into my mind, crystal clear in a sea of surrounding fog. I remember my mother locking the front door of the house behind us in startling clarity, the shine of her keychain and the earthy smell of the tea I held clutched in a paper bag with both hands. She carried a stick that she’d removed from the safe in the office.

“Hopefully we won’t need this,” she’d told me as she’d entered the combination to unlock the safe. “Maybe the tea will be enough of a bribe.”

Then we went down into the deep woods.

“You need to be on your best behavior,” she said as we entered the forest. “And I’m not talking about like when Aunt Aleda and Uncle Tobias visit. You need to be even better than that.”

“Or you’ll get mad at me?” I dutifully asked.

“Or the person we’re visiting will pluck out your eyes and add them to her collection.”

She said it in the same way as all her false threats, like when she’d tell me I’d be grounded until I was eighty-five years old, so I didn’t think anything of it. But I was still anxious, because Dad was sad and Mom was angry and I didn’t know why. I didn’t even fully understand that Grandpa was dead, even though I saw it happen. I only understood that everyone was upset and part of me wondered if it was because of something I’d done.

I next remember the flowers. They carpeted the forest to either side of a path leading into the woods, and I stooped to pick a handful, thinking they’d make good hats for little stick people that I could play with later.

“It’s the tea,” my mother said as we veered off the road to follow the path. “She likes gifts. Bringing a gift into the deep woods with the intention of finding her will let her know she’s being sought out… and perhaps she’ll allow you to visit.”

The path widened up ahead. There was a fence, a gate that hung open, and a small cottage with moss coating the shingled roof. A woman stood in the open doorway, leaning slightly against the frame. She had clearly been waiting for us. My mother urged me forward, reminding me to be polite one last time, and I passed through the open gate and came to a stop.

She had so many eyes. I stared at her and she stared back, a soft smile on her face. Vaguely I thought I was being rude to stare, and Mom had told me to be on my best behavior, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away. I’d never seen someone with so many eyes and I wondered if I should be scared because she wasn’t human and my parents said inhuman creatures were dangerous, but also Mom had brought me here, so it must be okay.

“Is there something you want to know about me?” the Lady with Extra Eyes finally prompted.

“How do you wear sunglasses?” I asked.

“On my face, obviously, just like everyone else,” she replied with a laugh. “But they’re very expensive.”

She invited us in. I set the tea on the table, as aside from the shelves on the wall it was the only surface in the room. I wondered if perhaps the Lady with Extra Eyes didn’t sleep, because there was no bed and this was the only room. Maybe she slept up in the rafters, I thought, and I was going to ask her this, but she was at the hearth, making tea, and my mother was telling me to go outside and play in the backyard.

“But don’t leave the yard,” my mom said. “You might not be able to find your way back.”

“Oh, it’s fine, I won’t let her get lost,” the Lady with Extra Eyes chided.

But I could tell that the conversation was about to shift into Adult Things, so I quickly exited into the yard as my mother had instructed. I stayed close, which was fine with me, because there were some trees at the edge of the yard and I could pull twigs off of those with which to make my stick people out of. The flowers made for lovely skirts, I thought, and I set about making myself a stick person ballet.

But I also gave them stick swords so they could fight off the monsters that attacked.

I could hear in the background the muted hum of voices. The words were indistinct, but I gradually became aware that my mother’s voice was growing louder. I froze because when my mom shouted, it could mean a few things. It could mean that my mom and dad were fighting and Tyler and I were about to be sent to our aunt and uncle while they sorted out the disagreement. It might mean that my mother was upset with one their employees, or perhaps she’d had enough of a particular camper and was about to have them thrown off the campground. Or it meant that I’d done something incredibly stupid and was going to get grounded with all my toys taken away. Naturally, I froze, fearing it was the last one.

“No—stop offering me tea!” my mom was saying, loudly enough to be heard through the thin wall of the cabin. “This is very important to me. After everything that’s happened, I need to know that you’re safe for my family.”

The Lady with Extra Eyes’s reply was low and I couldn’t hear it. I considered putting my ear against the wall and wondered if that would be considered rude, because I knew better than to be rude to inhumans.

Of course, that was assuming I was caught. I moved closer and leaned against the wall.

“—nothing to worry about,” the Lady with Extra Eyes was saying. “Kate and Tyler are welcome here anytime.”

“Sure, you won’t hurt kids. But what about after they’re grown? Will you be safe?”

A long silence. I leaned harder against the wall.

“That will depend on what they do,” the Lady with Extra Eyes said, so softly that I almost missed it.

“Fine,” my mother snapped. “I’ll make my own conclusions about you, then. And I’ll do what’s best for my family.”

I heard the front door open. Hastily, I got away from the wall and returned to my stick people. From around the front of the house, my mother appeared, but she didn’t come into the backyard. She stood near the gate instead, staring off into the forest with her arms crossed, her shoulders pulled tight toward her body.

The Lady with Extra Eyes came to get me from the backyard instead.

“My grandpa died,” I said, matter-of-factly as the Lady with Extra Eyes walked up.

“Did he now,” she replied, unsurprised. “Are you sad?”

Not sad. Terrified. I remembered waking up in the night, sobbing from a nightmare, and the next morning, Mom took down the wind chimes from the front porch so the sound of their clanking wouldn’t trigger any more bad dreams.

But I didn’t say anything about this to the Lady with Extra Eyes. I just shrugged and kept playing with my little stick people. The lady’s skirts rustled as she crouched next to me. She reached out, covering my hands with her own, holding them still.

“You shouldn’t break branches off the trees,” she said. “It hurts them.”

“But I needed them for my stick people,” I said.

“Then take the ones already on the ground.”

She took them out of my hands. I suddenly felt ashamed, for even this mild rebuke felt like I was being scolded by the Lady with Extra Eyes, and for some reason that was so much worse than being in trouble with my parents.

I didn’t say anything to my mom as we walked out of the deep woods. I could sense she was upset, and I knew it wasn’t at me—she’d have said something by now—but I was scared to ask what it was. I’d seen her temper, volatile, explosive, directed at others and already knew I didn’t want to experience it even secondhand.

“You know what,” my mother said when we reached the edge of the forest. “I think I forgot something back at her cottage. How about you go on home and I’ll go get it?”

She gave me her keychain and I lost all interest in the forest, instead running the keys through my hands one by one as I walked up to the front of the house. But I turned back once, just in time to see my mother lighting the stick she carried, turning it into a torch even though it was broad daylight, and then she vanished into the forest, holding it aloft.

My mother had no tea to take to the Lady with Extra Eyes as a gift. She had only her will and a torch. I don’t know why she returned to the lady’s house or where the stick came from because my mother never spoke about it. I suppose it was just one of the many things she intended to tell me after I finished college… or perhaps it was just another one of her many secrets. But a few years later when I was a bit older, I found the path of bloodroot flowers and followed it to the Lady with Extra Eyes’s doorstep. I was welcome to visit her anytime, she had told me, and I did. It became a bit of a game. How long did I have to search for her cottage before I found it? Where would the path appear before me? I spent my summers eagerly playing hide and seek with the lady’s cottage. And as I grew up, that ritual never changed—I never stopped having to search for the path to the house, wondering if she would welcome me in this time.



I found the bloodroot exactly where it had been just a week earlier. I killed the four-wheeler and slid off the seat, staring at the flowers with unease. I knew to trust my instincts out here in the forest, and right now my gut was churning anxiously. The flowers shouldn’t be in the same place. It shouldn’t be this easy. I pulled my shotgun off the four-wheeler and began walking down the path.

And up ahead was the house. The gate hung open, swaying listlessly on the faint breeze that wound its way lazily through the trees. The door to her cottage remained tightly shut and the window was too dark to see inside. Cautiously, I went up to the front and knocked on the door. Silence answered me. After a moment, I moved around to the window and peered inside. I could see the table and her teapot sitting on it, but the hearth was cold and empty, and no one was inside. I tried the door and found it locked.

I moved to the backyard. I didn’t expect to find anything back there, but I wanted to be thorough. The bloodroot dwindled, giving way to sparse grass and bare earth. There was a hint of a foul smell on the air, like rotting meat. And in the middle of the yard, which was baren the last time I’d been here, was a tree.

It was far too big to be a recent addition. The trunk was nearly seven feet high before the branches started and thick enough that I wouldn’t be able to wrap my arms around it. The roots broke through the hardened earth, coiled in a thick mass at the base. Stunned, I edged closer, wondering where it had come from.

The smell of rot grew stronger.

I leaned in close, taking a cautious sniff. The stench was definitely coming from the tree. I reached out and touched the bark, and to my surprise, it felt warm under my touch—far warmer than it should be from sunlight alone. I pressed my hand against it, taking in its warmth…

… and I felt the wood pulse beneath my palm.

And again.

And again.

Like a heartbeat.

Shaken, I dropped my hand and glanced up and down the tree, looking at the leaves, looking at the roots, searching for an explanation. And when I stared closer at the knot of roots at my feet, I saw it. Nearly engulfed at the base of the tree, save for a thumb and a quarter of the palm. The flesh was discolored, almost blackened. An arm. There was an arm inside the tree.

I stumbled backward, frantically putting space between myself and the tree. I stared at it in horror as I realized where it had come from.

The camper who was torn apart by the Yarn Balls. This was his arm.

The Lady with Extra Eyes had planted his arm and now he was turning into a tree.

She said she’d take care of him. Was this what she’d meant? And as I stared at the tree in dismay, with no idea if what I saw was right or wrong, I also wondered why my mother had been so angry with the Lady with Extra Eyes all those years ago.

None of this was like her, and none of it felt good.







PART 2 Late Spring

Rainstorms finally start to give way to sunny weather. Open camping still occurs throughout the season but check the calendar to make sure the campground isn’t booked out for one of our events. Temperatures can get fairly high in the day, so bring shade, sunscreen, and plenty of ice to keep the food cold with. The Children with No Wagon will start making their rounds in search of victims. Do not buy from them.

[image: A campfire illustration with logs arranged in a teepee shape, encircled by stones, with bright flames rising from the center.]








When Land Becomes Old

I had no intention of talking about my rather alarming discovery with my staff when the weekly meeting rolled around. I’d stick to the usual business until I had a plan. As I approached the small barn we’d converted for employee use, I found the Old Sheriff waiting for me just outside. He had a standing invitation, but he only showed up occasionally. I wondered why he was here today.

“Kate, do you have a moment?”

He nodded to indicate he wanted me to walk with him, and I followed. We had a little bit of time before the meeting started.

“There’s been some folks in town asking if you’re still going to hold the medieval reenactment in August.”

Their concern was understandable. SWORD was huge—it was an event that brought people from all over the country. They all poured money into the local economy by buying food, alcohol, and supplies over the course of a week. The townsfolk started preparing for it almost half a year in advance and a cancellation at this point would be disastrous.

“I don’t have plans to cancel,” I replied. “One of their kings has already called me to insist that SWORD is held no matter what—something about how his kingdom has lost the tournament four years in a row and he’s convinced this time they’re going to win. It’ll be fine. We’ve weathered bad years before.”

“You sure about this? There’s some new patterns this time.”

“Do you think I should cancel?”

I stopped walking and met his gaze. I couldn’t read anything in his expression. The wrinkles around his lips and eyes betrayed nothing of what he was thinking.

“I just want you to make a decision you can live with,” he said.

Which was rather ominous, considering how many of my family members the campground has claimed.

“We’ve got time,” I said. “I have a few months to figure out exactly what the hell is going on. I can handle this.”

He sighed and stared off into the distance, his jaw going tight. He was going to say something I didn’t want to hear.

“I feel like you’re taking on too much by yourself,” he finally said. “The Harvesters could have killed you instead of that camper, and we wouldn’t have known, because you’ve been going down into the deep woods by yourself. You have people around here that are capable of helping. I worry that you’re afraid of using them because of how your uncle died. That you’re not trusting anyone else to help, because you think you’ll get them killed too.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but he abruptly ended the conversation and walked off toward the barn because he knew I wanted to argue—because something in me was tight and angry and had to argue that he was wrong, that I wasn’t letting the memory of my uncle’s severed head influence my decisions—and the only way I could come around to what he was saying was to be left alone with my thoughts for a moment. And it worked. When I went into the barn to start the staff meeting, I’d thrown out my prepared agenda and instead told everyone that I was going to start hiring the seasonal staff early to free up full-time staff.

It’d be dangerous, but I wanted us to find that missing Harvester. That meant more people on patrol, covering more ground, until we got the situation under control.

Then I stayed behind after the meeting wrapped up, going over the map of our patrol schedule and adding new routes and figuring out how many additional staff I needed to cover them. It was almost dusk by the time I finally left.

I like to think that I am logical and efficient, but I’m only human and my fear can get the better of me. How could it not? This land has claimed so much of my family, including my own parents. I lingered by the family graveyard on my walk back home. It sat within eyeshot of the house, a bleak reminder of what happened when one of my relatives made a mistake—or simply got unlucky. The sun was barely visible above the tree line of the deep woods as I left behind the graveyard. I could already hear the crying of the Little Girl over in the yard surrounding my house.

Every night I listen to her outside my window, remembering that she killed my mother and she would do the same to me if given the chance. And every morning at dawn, I wake to her screams as the Beast drags her away, and I try to ignore it and pretend that won’t be me someday.

You may be ascribing my fatalism to trauma. The Little Girl and the Beast killed my parents, and so of course I would fear dying in the same way. I wish it were only that.

Something on this campground will kill me. This is inescapable.

This is the fate of my family. We all die to something on this land. I could share countless stories about how my various family members have perished. It’s not because we’re careless… it’s more like… time runs out. Even the ones that live to a good old age don’t succumb to pneumonia; they succumb to the land.

My family doesn’t die of natural causes. We’re as cursed as this campground.

And for my line specifically, the Little Girl and the Beast are our curse.

“Good evening to you, too,” I muttered as I walked past the Little Girl, steadfastly refusing to look at her.

I punched in the code to open the garage. As a rule, I avoided unnecessarily using the front door after dark. The Little Girl couldn’t kill anyone unless allowed in, but she interpreted any window or door left hanging open as an invitation. I supposed the garage was too modern to count as a formal entrance to the house.

She was already outside my study’s window by the time I arrived with a mug of tea in hand. I closed the curtains so I didn’t have to look at her. My study still looked almost identical to how my parents had decorated it. I’d even kept both their chairs, even though it made the room a little cramped. At first, I hadn’t wanted to change anything, because it felt like I’d be stripping the house of their presence and then they’d really be gone from my life forever. Then, as I came to terms with their death, I didn’t know what I wanted the room to look like. Nowadays I was just used to how it looked, even if the wallpaper was severely dated and the wooden bookcases were heavy and stained with that orange finish that was popular in the ’90s. My mother’s knickknacks were still on the shelves. I’d added some of my own, but most of them were hers.

One of the bookcases was reserved entirely for my family’s records. My father had attempted to put them in some kind of order. I reached for the top shelf to start with the oldest. I wanted to know when the Harvesters had first arrived on this land and if there were any clues that might tell me why they were acting strangely right now.

My land has plenty of creatures that couldn’t be found in folklore. I have a theory as to why that is. I think humanity influences the world more than we realize. I wouldn’t say we create these things, but I do think they adapt to us. A supernatural evolution, if you will. Just as a predator adapts to better hunt its prey, so these creatures adapt to our shifting beliefs and values. And sometimes, just as evolution will spit out something novel, so too will our collective subconscious produce a new entity.

I think we can give land significance that way as well. Does your town have a house that is regarded as haunted? Perhaps it isn’t. Perhaps it just needs a new coat of paint. But if it remains that way for long enough until the fear is ingrained in everyone that lives there… I think something will make it their home.

Multigenerational land is just more likely to become old because the customs and the beliefs accumulate as they’re passed down from generation to generation. There’s no stronger way to pass down lore than how you are raised, after all.

I flipped open the first journal and frowned. It’d landed on my least favorite page—the appearance of the Little Girl and the Beast.

“Ok, great-great-great-great… however-you’re-related-to-me dead person, what do you have for me?” I sighed.

I skimmed through the diary. Our land attracted creatures as far back as when my ancestors first came to this area. They used to lair in the forest, and at night, they went hunting. They scoured the nearby farmlands and dragged people out of their houses and back to our land where they were devoured. There were numerous entries about my ancestor waking to distant screams in the night. The world was a dark place but it was bolder back then. More overt. Nowadays, it slinks and slides and leaves behind more plausible explanations for the graves it creates.

I paused halfway through. There had been no mention of the Harvesters yet—of course not, raincoats weren’t invented back then—but as always, I found myself drawn to what he’d written.

If only because I’d lost my parents in a similar fashion.

“Our land is old,” it read. “My parents are dead—their bodies lie strewn in the yard and the carrion birds peck at their bones, for I haven’t the heart to bury them yet. It is a futile endeavor, as God has renounced our line and there is no salvation left to us.”

I’m sure it surprises none of you that my family has a complicated relationship with religion.

My ancestor wrote that it had been a rainy evening when they heard the sound of crying outside their door. His parents hesitated to open the door and see what was wrong, so they called to the girl from the other side and asked who she was. When she did not reply, only kept weeping, they declared that she was some kind of evil spirit and they would not let her inside. They hung talismans over the doors and windows, and declared it’d be gone by morning and they wouldn’t hear from it again. This was how these creatures worked. It’d move on to more gullible prey soon enough.

It did not. The Little Girl came back the next night, and the night after, and so on. He writes of how her wails besieged the house and drove his father to drinking. Then on another rainy night when her piteous cries and the rain against the windows created a cacophony, my ancestor could bear it no longer. He began to fight with his father, insisting that this Little Girl was his younger sister, who had died the previous year.

They hadn’t given her a proper burial, my ancestor said. The least they could do was open the door, invite her to sit by the fire, and speak to her and find out why her spirit remained so restless. His father cursed him, calling him a fool, saying that only evil things went about in the dark. To go out into the woods was death. To invite them in was worse. On and on it went, until his mother threw open the door.

Persuaded by her son’s words, I suppose. Hoping to see her lost daughter one last time. Or maybe she was just sick of the bickering. And the Little Girl came inside, and it was too late. She stood on the threshold, water dripping off her stained blue dress.

It wasn’t his sister. It was a girl he’d never seen before, with matted straw-like hair and a gaunt face. Her eyes were sunken into her skull like open pits. Her fingers were dirty and there was blood under her nails. She raised a hand and grasped his mother’s wrist.

His mother screamed. And screamed. Her back arched like she was impaled there, stuck in place with the Little Girl’s hand around her wrist. Her skin peeled back, curling like the edges of charred parchment, traveling up her forearm in long strips. Then the girl put a finger against his mother’s stomach and it, too, split apart like opening a book and her entrails slipped loose to a pile on the floor.

His father grabbed my ancestor by the arm and pulled him across the room to the window. Opened it and shoved him through and then followed him out into the night. My ancestor was nearly senseless in shock. His father hauled him across the thin stretch of grass and around the house, toward the road. They had to get out of here, his father said. They’d go to his brother’s farm for the night. His father was angry when he spoke. Furious that they’d let that creature inside and furious at the land that would create such an abomination.

And along came the Beast.

It snatched his father up and shook him, like a dog shakes its prey, and severed his father’s body in two. The legs went spinning off into the darkness and his father’s screams abruptly ended with a sharp snap as the Beast bit down on the remains of the torso.

My ancestor’s body found a surge of strength as fresh terror flooded him. He stumbled to his feet and ran, away from the house, away from the yard, and into the woods. The darkness enveloped him, and he remembered his father’s words—that there’s only evil in the darkness and the forest would consume him. But where else could he go? So he ran through the night, lost and blinded by the storm, until his strength failed.

He sank to the ground, soaked through and shaking, barely able to feel his fingers in the cold. He resigned himself to death and part of him accepted this, for his parents were dead and having seen how they died, perhaps freezing in the forest was preferable.

Something came to him. It took him in its arms and held him close, and he cried on its shoulder. It sheltered him from the rain and kept him warm until the morning and was gone with the first light of dawn. Afterward, my ancestor wrote this account of what happened to him and updated it whenever he had new information. The only thing he never mentioned again was the thing that comforted him when he grieved.

I’m sure you’re wondering how he eventually died, since I’ve told you that my family all eventually perish to the things that inhabit this land. He died to the Beast. What else? After his children were all grown, he walked out at dawn one day and gave himself up to it. A sacrifice, he’d reasoned while he ranted and raved all through the night. If sin can only be redeemed with blood, then he’d atone for the family’s evils with his own blood and save his children and their children from this curse. His wife just let him go. She didn’t try to stop him at any point.

I wonder if she believed it would work or was, at this point, simply glad to be rid of him.

Of all my ancestors, I feel like I have the most in common with him. He had watched his father die to the Beast, after all, and I had too. I had watched in a dream, and everything crumbled and I realized that I could no longer pretend my life was anything but one long march toward my inevitable death beneath the claws of the Beast.

I have stared at the Beast through my window when it comes to drag the Little Girl away. It is a thing cut out of the darkness. Its skin is etched with lines like bark and it slides over muscles like water over a stone. Its legs are as thick as tree trunks and its shoulders stand high, its neck and scruff thick with something like a mane of spines. Its tail is long and trails behind it like a brush dripping ink. Its face is flat, devoid of definition, a straight slope down to the long line of its jaw. Its teeth are as dark as the night, almost indistinguishable from the rest of its body when it opens its mouth. But its throat… its throat glows with a faint light, like a candle burns inside its chest. And its eyes are white slits that shine like stars.

Its eyes belie intelligence. There is cunning behind them.

I know it was our family’s presence that made this land old because this curse was given to us and us alone. The Little Girl and the Beast will not harm those not of our blood, unless they are provoked. We are tied to the land and the creatures on this land are tied to us.

Generations of my family have soaked this earth with our blood, and our sacrifices have amounted to little. We haven’t redeemed ourselves from the sins of our past, imagined or not. These evil things care little for intentions. They are cold and inflexible and there are no exceptions for the rules of how the world works. Perhaps you were exhausted and didn’t have time to clean your house, but Perchta will slit your belly open regardless. And perhaps you were scared and your will was weak, but the Harvesters will take you apart anyway. And perhaps my ancestor just wanted to save everyone… but the Beast tore him apart.

Someday it will do the same to me.





I Still Love Bryan’s Dogs but OMG

I had two goals with hiring additional people for the campground. The first was to get through our next event—the weeklong music festival in June. Since they used the field and only the field, I just needed people to watch over the deep woods and make sure no one strayed down there by themselves. Once that was out of the way and the campground would be empty for a bit, I’d assemble everyone into pairs and we’d sweep the woods. Me going out on patrol by myself wasn’t going to work. For lack of any other clues, I would brute-force my way into finding either the missing Harvester or the Lady with Extra Eyes.

I’d settled on using the same process we used to search the woods when someone’s kid went missing. I figured there wasn’t that much difference between a small child and an unnatural faceless surgeon from hell that relieved people of body parts.

My new hires had the easy job during the music festival. They only had to wander around the woods. I, unfortunately, had to handle issues with the attendees, which were mostly due to alcohol or drugs. Aunt Aleda was pretty good at talking down drunken disputes at least. I got to deal with everything else.

There was the usual: people who wanted to ask why the solar showers hadn’t been cleaned yet (there’s a schedule) or to complain about the potholes (you shouldn’t be driving fast through the campground anyway) or to ask what happened to that one food truck they liked (they failed a health inspection). And on the very first day I got radioed by a new staff member asking if I would come down to the deep woods and deal with a camper who was giving them trouble. And of course the temporary employee bailed as soon as I arrived, leaving me to handle the camper who turned out to be caught in a drink/vomit loop because they were too drunk to remember that they were poisoned for the next twenty-four hours by the Man with the Skull Cup.

“DID HE HAVE A SKULL CUP?” I asked.

I feel yelling helps when dealing with drunk people. I can’t prove it gets through the haze, but it at least makes me feel better.

“The—the—” he responded in a daze.

“Man,” I prompted, “with a skull cup.”

“The bald one.”

“Right. With all the piercings?”

“And the black hoodie.”

A long pause. Something lodged into my head during the delay in the conversation. I’d described the Man with the Skull Cup as I saw him. And this camper had recognized him.

The Man with the Skull Cup’s appearance had solidified so that everyone saw what I saw.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have long to contemplate this development.

“Whatever he was drinking tasted like ass,” the camper said. “Should have never had some.”

Then he took another swig from his bottle. I cursed and when he doubled over to throw up in the ditch, I snatched the bottle from his hand and threw it into the woods as hard as I could.

Someone caught it.

I stared at them for a heartbeat, my eyes sliding sideways to the rather large deer at their side, and then I got on my radio. I never tore my eyes off the figure.

“Bryan,” I said. “Remember how you told me there’s a fairy on our land?”

“They’re one of the Tuatha Dé Danann,” he corrected. “Why?”

“I guess I’m finally getting to meet them.”

“Kate, I need you to be more polite than you’ve ever been in your entire life,” he replied urgently. “Please just pretend to be someone else if they speak to you. Someone with tact.”


RULE #6: Deer do not grow to be the size of a horse. If you see a large deer, do not stare at it or its rider. Be polite if the rider speaks to you. Consider bowing. This is a sign of respect and it may bless you with its favor.


I left the vomiting camper behind on the road and made my way through the trees to where the fairy stood waiting. They were tall and beautiful but also very human in appearance. I mean, they even wore jeans, a camo patterned shirt, and a bright orange ballcap. Hunting attire, I thought. To go with the massive boar spear and bow attached to the saddle on the deer’s back.

They wordlessly handed the half-empty beer bottle back to me.

And from behind them came Bryan’s hounds, slipping out from the brush and the trees and crowding into a tight pack around the fairy’s legs.

“Bryan,” I said quietly into the radio. “Why are your dogs here?”

“Oh yeah they borrow them sometimes to go hunting.”

I was starting to realize there was a whole lot going on with Bryan’s life that I knew nothing about. I mean, I can’t be upset. I’m Bryan’s boss, not his best friend.

“You sought me out,” the fairy said.

“I did? I mean, I guess technically I am looking for the Lady with Extra Eyes or that missing Harvester but like not at this exact moment—”

“You want someone who can answer your questions,” they interrupted.

This couldn’t be any more obvious of an invitation to ask whatever I wanted. But I had to be careful. Very careful. This is not the sort of entity that you can just sit and theorize with. There would be conditions attached.

“So hypothetically,” I said, “if I asked what causes bad years—not just this one, but what kicks off all of them—you’d just… answer me?”

“I will,” they said. “But I don’t think you want to be in my debt for the information.”

“Oh. This is an… exchange, then, not a freebie. It kind of sounded like you were just offering.”

Inhuman creatures almost always wanted something in exchange for their help. They were sticklers for fairness, worse than a sibling wanting their half of the last cookie.

“You could… pay upfront, so to speak,” the fairy suggested, “if the idea of a debt bothers you.”

“Sure, I can do that,” I sighed. “I’ve read enough to know better than to give something a blank check. What do you want?”

They made a show of considering, as I have no doubt that they knew exactly what to ask for even before they approached me. When they spoke again, it was evenly and deliberately enough that I knew this was not some answer given on a whim. They had a plan.

“I want to go hunting,” they said. “But your campers have driven away all the game. Surely you can remedy that situation, camp manager.”

And I guess I didn’t really get a choice because no sooner had they said it than a shiver ran down my spine. I closed my eyes on reflex, and when I opened them again, my perspective had shifted. My line of sight had changed. I could see more of the world around me and the colors were different. I can’t say how they were. They were just… different. I don’t think there is a way to translate how I perceived the world into human terms. I just remember that I saw two things of importance—the threat behind me and the escape in front of me.

I’d been transformed into a white doe.

And now the hunt was on.

The dogs like me. I give them treats. Okay, sometimes I get upset with them when they dig up the horse bones in the field, but that’s because I bring them bones from the butcher but no, those aren’t good enough for them. They want some dirty bones that have lain moldering in the ground for I don’t even know how long. Otherwise, we get along. I give them ear scritches and they lick my face.

However, when the fairy gave the command to chase, it was like I had never existed. They broke from the fairy’s side, paws churning as they ran, jaws dripping saliva as they opened their mouths to bay with the excitement of the hunt.

I ran.

There was little thought to it. I just… ran. I didn’t think about the past, I didn’t think about the future, my mind was utterly focused on only what was happening right now. Running. The movement of my legs. The beating of my heart. There was a peace in it that I don’t think I’ve known for a long time now. As I write this with my human hands, I feel the fear of death, as the Little Girl cries at my window. I feel the weight of my responsibilities—not just dealing with the inhuman things, but things like whether my budget was correct and my campground will survive this year or whether I can put off barn maintenance and if not, who I will hire to do it. As a human, I feel slow and tired, and I wonder how much of this is just because I hate running and how much is because I’m weighed down by all these fears and thoughts.

As a deer, I could just… run.

I’m not sure how long the dogs chased me. I remember some close calls, having to change direction in a split second as a dog’s jaws snapped at my neck, having to jump as a dog grabbed for my leg. And the presence of the pursuing rider behind me, ever a distant concern in my mind no matter how close or how near they were. I never checked to see if the fairy was gaining or spared a thought to wonder what would happen if they caught up. There was only flight. Nothing else.

Then I hit something.

I can say I’ve never experienced this, but there was a sensation like what I imagine running into a wall of Jell-O would be like. I sank into it, my body slowing and the air in my throat feeling thick, and for a brief moment, I felt like I was floating, like I wasn’t inside my body. The pressure halted me but the deer kept running. It burst out on the other side and kept going, and the hounds maintained pursuit, with the fairy on its steed bringing up the rear. Then they were all gone, vanishing into the trees, and my body was my own again.

The pressure was gone. I stumbled and looked down at my hands—I was human once more.

And the world around me wasn’t quite the campground I knew so well.

They were my trees, but they were the color of slate. The ground beneath my feet was like ash and the sky was the color of an overcast day, but not a cloud was in sight.

“Oh c’mon!” I shouted at the empty sky. “What is this bullshit?”

The fairy, I thought. They had transformed me, and somehow that had sent me to this… between place. If I found them again, perhaps they could bring me back. All I had to do was follow the path the deer and the hunter had left behind. It glowed like bioluminescence on the ground, pale blue, a spot of color in this grim place.

I hadn’t made it far before I felt like something was watching me.

Uneasily, I turned around. In the distance, along the path I had taken to get here as a deer, was a cluster of lights. They were like the glow of a candle, but more golden, and they drifted lazily in a tight knot. I felt dread knot in my stomach as I stared at them, unable to make out any details. I kept walking, following the glowing trail toward the edge of the forest where the trees gave way to a field. Then I turned around.

They were still behind me.

I quickened my pace a bit and when I turned around again, I found that they had matched it. I tried slowing down. Again, they kept the same distance from me. At least they weren’t trying to catch up, though that was thin reassurance. I kept walking, periodically glancing behind me, and then when I reached the large field where the forest stopped entirely, I found that they had remained behind, staying in the trees.

In the middle of the field stood a figure surrounded by black dogs. They were motionless, like a photograph against a blank sky. I began to walk more quickly, anxious to catch up and hopefully be pulled out of this place. And as I walked, I saw something in the corner of my eye, off toward the tree line where I placed the senior camp every year.

Reluctantly, not even knowing why I didn’t dare look, I turned my head toward that direction.

Something was on the horizon. Something immense, a black stain on the clear gray sky, a pair of massive wings, the feathers tattered and trailing like smoke. I felt fear twist up inside me. It was like watching doom approaching, like watching the apocalypse descending from the heavens. It was like the end of the world was drawing upon me, an open wound in the sky that winged ever closer.

I tore my gaze away from it and ran, like the panicked flight of the deer that did not comprehend the manner of how it would die, but only knew that death was coming for it. Ahead of me, the fairy stood motionless, their hand on the spear impaling the white doe at their feet. I stretched out my hand. I touched the spear.

And then I was stumbling over the deer’s body, I hit the ground, and then there were black hounds all around me, coating my face with a heavy sheen of dog slobber. I gasped for breath, not even trying to get up. I stared past their massive bodies, toward the horizon, and saw only a blue sky and clouds.

“The hell was that?!” I finally shrieked when I could get up again.

The fairy just looked at me emotionlessly.

“Okay, fine,” I huffed. “You’re a fairy. I get it. Things get weird around you with… other realms… and all that. I was in another dimension, wasn’t I? That’s all. That’s all that was.”

“What did you see?” they asked.

“A—a presence. Covering the sky.”

“That has been there for a long time,” they replied dismissively. “What else?”

I was quiet for a moment.

“Lights,” I finally replied. “In the forest. They were following me.”

“That which follows you is persistent. It might break free of that place someday soon. The pull of your campground grows.”

Old land draws creatures to it. My family has known this for generations. But this year, this bad year, it seemed to be so much worse. I ran my hands through my hair, trying to soothe my pounding heart.

“You had your hunt,” I said. “Now I get my answer. What causes the bad years?”

“There is a cycle to old land. Moments of time when the balance of power is in flux and the boundaries weaken. Those creatures in the sway of this land can reassert their authority.”

“In other words, they can take over,” I said quietly. “Like the Man with No Shadow was trying to do.”

“It is not entirely voluntary. Even the creatures that normally wouldn’t care to hunt feel it, down to their bones, and their hunger compels them. The land is forcing everything on it to pick a side,” the fairy continued. “Yours… or their own. And for most of them, your side is not an option.”

“But some of them have been helping me,” I said. “The Lady with Extra Eyes—”

“Stopped helping you.”

I was quiet for a moment, unable to deny that they were right.

“So I survive the bad year and maybe even stop it,” I said. “And then?”

“The cycle starts again.”

“… and if I die?”

The fairy looked at me for a long pause and I thought they weren’t going to answer at all. Then…

“It depends on who kills you,” they said. “It would have been disastrous for your kind if the Man with No Shadow had succeeded.”

“And you? Whose side are you on?” I asked the fairy.

It’s a reasonable thing to be concerned about. They stooped to pick up the doe and just… threw it over one shoulder before turning to their mount.

“No one’s,” they said. “I don’t care who controls this land. I am not some lesser creature to squabble over scraps.”

“Scraps, wow so my campground is scraps now,” I muttered under my breath.

But not that loudly, because Bryan had warned me to be polite with the fairy.

The fairy’s words, as alarming as they were, also made me wonder. If the Harvesters had asked me for help… did that mean that they’d picked my side? And if that was true… then were they not the cause of the bad year?

What else was out there?

I thought about the Lady with Extra Eyes. I thought of the arm. The tree that grew from it. I thought about my mother and the fight they got in when I was younger. And I knew. I just knew that was what was coming back to haunt me. Even if I didn’t understand it yet.





The Campground Is… Leaking?

Like most of the businesses in town, the grocery was family owned. It would have been cheaper to do my shopping in the city, but I felt that putting the campground’s money into the local economy was an easy way to maintain goodwill. We also bought the camp store’s inventory from the local grocery. The store was set at the far edge of our modest downtown area, a tiny little building set back from the road with the word GROCERY painted in faded white paint across the top of the building.

It was built years ago and passed from hand to hand over the generations, but I never thought of it as old land. It had changed ownership at least once, which would halt that progress. Instead, it showed its age in the scuffed and creaky floors, gouged from when shelves were moved around carelessly, the dusty windows, and the way the smell of flesh from the butcher’s counter permeated the entire store.

There were some familiar families shopping that day. I dutifully said hi to them and stopped and talked. I’m not really a social person. I like to keep to myself. However, as the campground manager, I’m an easily recognizable face around town and everyone seems to want to talk to me. I’ve gotten very good at faking like I remember what’s going on in people’s lives.

Pro tip: if you wait for the other party to bring up their kids, you can respond with things like “Yeah, how are they doing?” or “What grade are they in now?” to cover for not being able to remember their names.

(Please don’t get the idea that I don’t like kids; they’re fine. I’m just really bad with remembering names.)

I was in the cereal aisle picking up some off-brand boxes and tossing them in my cart when I saw something strange. Something moved in the darkness at the back of the shelf. I hesitated, backed away, and got out my phone. Turned on the flashlight and shone it between the boxes toward the thin metal back of the shelf.

A multitude of glassy eyes shone back at me. Long limbs twitched, pulling it farther into the shadows and away from the light.

Spider. A very large spider.

It was the size of my fist. I almost dropped my phone.

Something at the far end of the aisle made a clang; I glanced over in reflex and then immediately glanced back. But it was too late. The spider was gone. I turned the phone’s flashlight off and put it away. Then I went to find the grocer, Rolan, and tell him he might want to reconsider all the tomatoes he was stocking. I’d been through this rodeo at my own small store.

Knocking on the office door yielded no results, so I barged past the door labeled EMPLOYEES ONLY and into the stockroom. You can do stuff like that in small towns, especially when you’ve got a relationship with the storeowner. I wouldn’t say we were friends, but we were friendly with each other on account of all the business I sent his way.

The stockroom was small. It was only meant to hold shipments that arrived early and the cleaning supplies. There was no refrigeration, so cold items had to be put out immediately. Shelves lined the walls and crowded together in a cluster in the center of the room. It was dark when I stepped in and I almost backed out, presuming it empty. Then I heard someone cough. I hastily switched on the lights, one foot propping the door behind me open, ready to flee.

Look, someone standing around in a dark room is weird. I think this was a reasonable reaction.

Rolan stood in the middle of the stockroom, his back to me. He was an older man, perhaps in his mid-seventies, with thinning gray hair and a pinched face. He always wore a forest-green apron while at work. He had one for every day of the week. They hung in a row from hooks on the wall of his office.

We all have our quirks.

“Hey, uh,” I said uncertainly, as he didn’t turn around. “The lights were off.”

“I don’t need them,” he replied.

His voice was raspy. I asked if he was okay, if he had a cold or allergies or something. He coughed in response, a dry cough, but his lungs sounded… full. I took a step backward uneasily, placing myself halfway out of the stockroom. Something felt wrong.

“I’m fine,” he replied. “But I don’t think you are, if the rumors are correct.”

He turned around. Nothing seemed amiss. He was just an old man with age spots on his hands and a frail frame that belied his strength. I’d seen him hauling boxes heavier than many of his younger employees could move. He twisted his hands in front of him, his apron flapping at his knees as he lurched a step toward me.

“Yeah, things are, uh, a bit rough at the campground,” I replied.

“Caught in a web you can’t even see,” he murmured.

He coughed again. I thought I heard… a clicking sound.

“She’s looking for you,” he said with some difficulty.

He inhaled deeply. I heard it catch in his throat.

“She needs you to—”

He paused. Another cough, and this time, his throat brought something up.

Little legs appeared on his lips.

Then a spider crawled out of his mouth, skittering onto his chin. Then another cough, and two more joined it, pulling themselves free and racing across his cheeks and down his neck. Then, one last painful cough, like he was bringing up a chunk of phlegm, and he stumbled sideways into the shelves as a thick gob of spiders came bubbling out of his mouth, falling to the floor in a black wave like water.

I did the obvious thing.

I stepped backward, out of the stock room, and grabbed the nearest set of shelves. Then I pulled that over and pushed it against the door, barricading it shut just as something slammed into it on the other side. The shelf shuddered, gave an inch, and I put my shoulder against it and shoved it back into place. Spiders began to run past my feet, squirming their way through the crack of the door and spreading out across the floor.

The silence in the store was absolute. Everyone was frozen in place, mute with confusion, staring at me. Then another impact on the door, harder, and time started moving again. I screamed at the top of my lungs for everyone to “GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE” and then turned to run.

The door behind me exploded open. I mean, literally exploded. It shot forward, ripped free of the hinges, and slammed into the row of shelves, toppling one and sending it crashing into the next aisle. As it went over, I heard a man scream in surprise, and then it quickly turned to pain.

I could see him, lying on the ground, desperately trying to drag himself out from under the collapsed shelving unit.

And from the stockroom door came a wave of spiders. They tumbled over one another, all sizes, from no bigger than a pinhead to ones the size of my fist. They glittered like jewels in the artificial light.

I jumped over the fallen shelf and put my shoulder against it, pushing hard. It shifted half a foot. Beside me, the fallen man groaned and jerked savagely at one leg, trying to tear it free.

The spiders began to pour over the shelf, climbing up the frame, picking their way over the scattered cans and boxes. In the doorway of the stockroom was a dark outline of a man. His footsteps were no longer halting, and he walked with his back straight and his shoulders up. His apron was coated in a living blanket of spiders. They crawled across his skin, a rippling wave of bodies, covering every inch of him, save for his face.

On his face were perched a number of spiders, immobile, each about the size of a human eye. Symmetrically arranged. Their eyes stared directly at me.

The shelf lifted another half foot. And as the rippling tidal wave of spiders began to drop over the edge, falling onto me and the trapped man, he finally wrenched himself free with a pained cry, and I grabbed his arm and hauled him to his feet, and we ran for the exit.

The other shoppers had managed to escape already. Someone screamed as we exited, and I can’t really blame them, for there were spiders on our legs, on our backs, crawling up and inside our clothing. I could feel their legs pricking my skin, and it was only sheer will that carried me forward and away from the store. My brain screamed at me to drop, to roll, to claw at my own skin in a desperate attempt to get them off, but I didn’t know what was behind us, so I ran instead. Out to the edge of the narrow parking lot.

Then I turned and saw that the ground behind us was clear, that the doors and windows of the grocery store were blackened with spider bodies, but they were contained. They weren’t following us.

That’s when the lizard brain took over, and I started freaking out about the spiders that were inside my clothing.

I heard someone yell my name and come running over. Emily. It was her day off. She started yelling orders. She grabbed hold of my shirt and started pulling at it, yelling at me to strip so we could make sure the spiders were off and that I hadn’t been bitten.

Who knew what a bite from one of these spiders would do? So I complied and the man I’d dragged out with me did the same. Sometimes surviving is more important than dignity. And the bystanders checked us both over while Emily stomped all over our clothing to kill any remaining spiders.

They found three bites on me. Five on the other guy.

I was starting to get a feel for how to use the campground to my advantage. Not everything on it is only interested in killing people. Some of them will help. Some will grant boons. And some will heal.

I reluctantly recovered my clothing—now covered in bug guts—and put it on.

“We need to go to the campground,” I told the man who had been bitten. “We’re not going to trust mundane medicine for this. I’m taking you to the Dancers.”

The Dancers had shown up on the campground last year, moving into one of the campsites in the deep woods. They held dance parties most evenings and allowed campers to attend. Sometimes they killed them. Sometimes they cured them. It was the latter I was hoping for. Since dancing as a cure for ailments shows up in a lot of cultures, it was anyone’s guess as to their folkloric origins. Perhaps the Dancers were merely a blend of them all, manifesting with their own unique brand of weirdness on my campground.

I found them in their favorite clearing. The party hadn’t started yet, but they silently stepped aside to let the man into their group. I was relieved. He was safe with them. They’d build a bonfire and he’d dance until he collapsed. The next day he’d remember nothing. The spider bites would be gone and the poison in his veins purged. I’d send Bryan to collect him and drive him back downtown. Easy.

The Dancers, however, turned their backs to me. I was not welcome.

My cure was going to be a little more complicated.



I found the Man with the Skull Cup sitting on my porch when I got home. He watched me as I walked up onto the front porch, drumming his ringed fingers on the edge of his cup.

“I can tell you’ve been poisoned,” he said, and refused to elaborate.

He waited on the front porch while I went inside and retrieved a bottle of bourbon. If he was a stickler for hospitality, then I was going to play along. I returned to the porch and held it out to him.

“Drink with me?” I asked.

And without a word, he accepted my invitation and reached for the bottle. I put down my glass, and he put down his cup.

We killed half the bottle. We sat. We talked.

“The Harvesters are missing one of their number,” I said, finally. I had been working up to it, not knowing how he’d react. “And I think the Lady with Extra Eyes is missing too.”

“She is,” he replied. I poured him a little more.

“I need to find her, then. Her… and the missing Harvester.”

He set his cup back down.

“It’s not a good idea,” he finally said.

“What? Helping her? Because it could be dangerous? I survived the Man with No Shadow, I’ll remind you.”

He muttered something under his breath that sounded like “barely” and then there was no other reply.

“You can’t say more, can you?” I asked.

“It would merit… escalation.”

“From what? What’s happening?”

“It’s a bad year.”

“I’m beginning to think it is a little more than that.”

He didn’t answer. I think I understood. He was already helping me enough. If he went too far, then perhaps he’d be the next target of whatever was going after the Harvesters. The fairy said everyone was having to pick sides, after all.

He walked a delicate line.

So we drank in silence.

When the bottle was down to only one swig, he thanked me for the drinks and then offered me his cup. I topped it off with the final pour, and then I knocked it back.

Getting drunk off bourbon is bad enough. Adding a monster’s blood-and-bourbon cocktail on top of that is a whole other level.

Before I knew it, I was throwing up on the bushes beside the porch, sweating, as a thin, clear liquid bubbled up and out of my throat. It sizzled when it hit the leaves and melted them like acid.

While I was hanging over the railing, I was vaguely cognizant of the Man with the Skull Cup getting up to leave. He walked down the porch and away toward the woods.

“Just so you know,” he causally called back, “You’re looking for allies in the wrong spot. The Harvesters need your help—so go help them.”

I wanted to snap at him that he was out of his damn mind if he thought I’d be buddies with the Harvesters and I’d only agreed to help them because I had to, but my stomach contracted and instead all that came out was “HURGKHLLLL,” as I threw up in the bushes one last time.

And of course he was gone by the time I looked up again.





Rule #10

I was ripped from a pleasant sleep by a combination of sunlight coming in through the bedroom window and the unending blast of a car horn from the campground road that wound past my house. It took a moment to understand what was happening through the pounding of my head. Daylight. I’d slept through my morning patrol. And today was the headliner of the music festival, which meant people were already arriving to set up the stage.

Through the haze, I at least managed to remember what the Man with the Skull Cup had told me. I knew better than to ignore a suggestion from an inhuman thing. I’d just have to put my revulsion for the Harvesters aside and be a grown-up about the situation.

Maybe they were on my side. Maybe I could cross them off my list just by being helpful for one day.

I radioed Emily.

“I need to talk to the Harvesters,” I said.

Up to this point, I had only thought of Emily as a seasonal hire, but after the spider incident at the grocery store, I was considering making her a full-time employee.

“Scour the deep woods,” I ordered. “When you find them, keep an eye on them but don’t get close. I’ll be there shortly.”

It didn’t take long before I heard from Emily. I found a few festival attendees on my way to the deep woods, unfortunately heading in the same direction I was going. I pulled up next to them.

“Hey, you don’t want to go that way,” I said. “There’s been, uh, a porta-potty incident.”

The lie worked like a charm. They hastily thanked me and decided maybe they didn’t want to go any farther and find out what a porta-potty incident looked like. I kept driving until I reached where Emily was waiting. She sat uneasily on her four-wheeler, the engine idling. A few yards away stood a Harvester, its hands in the pockets of its jacket, staring directly at us.

“It’s been like that since I got here,” Emily said nervously.

“I’ll take over,” I said quietly. “I think it’s me they’re waiting for.”

I got off my own vehicle and walked toward the Harvester. I stopped when we were a few feet apart. We stared at each other for a moment, and I swear I looked directly at its face and I saw it and I realized it was… concerned… but I cannot recall anything more. It is a haze in my memory.

In the silence, I heard an unusual sound, somewhere off to the left. An atonal chime that dwindled as soon as the slight breeze subsided. The Harvester tilted its head in the direction of the sound, the hood of its raincoat rustling.

“Were you waiting for me?” I asked. “I have good news. I got the staff to put together an actual search for your missing buddy as soon as the music festival is over. Two days from now work for you?”

“No,” it replied. “We’re out of time. We find them today or not at all.”

I put on my best “customer service” smile and didn’t say what I was thinking, which was mostly just a lot of internal screaming of the word “fuck” over and over. The Harvester didn’t say so, but there was an unspoken threat to their words. I still had campers on-site. Potential candidates for the Harvesters to recruit if they lost a member. I reached for my radio.

“It’s ‘lost child’ protocol time,” I said as calmly as I could. “We’re finding the Harvester today. Everyone follow the procedure just as we discussed.”

There was a chatter of radio traffic—mostly complaints—until I interjected and explained that we were launching the search early because we’d just been given a deadline. Potentially a literal deadline, in that a camper might end up dead if we failed. That shut everyone up pretty fast.

The entire time, the Harvester did not break eye contact with me, nor I with it. Which was especially unnerving considering it didn’t have eyes, but somehow, I knew its gaze was locked with mine.

“And you, camp manager?” the Harvester asked when I put the radio away. “What is your role in this?”

“I’ll stay with y’all,” I replied grimly. “Let me get my gear. If we find them… will you leave my campers alone?”

The Harvester just inclined its head in a subtle nod. That was good enough for me. I hastily unpacked my shotgun from the four-wheeler.

“What areas have you searched already?” I asked.

No response.

“Do you have a plan or are you just wandering aimlessly through the deep woods?”

A slight incline of the head at the second option. Not quite a yes, but close enough. I let out a breath and explained that if we were methodical, we stood a better chance of finding them. I’m not sure it actually understood what I was trying to say. It felt like I was explaining advanced calculus to someone who couldn’t even do simple addition. Like we didn’t share the same concepts, and the world, to them, was not an orderly place that could be mentally divided into a grid.

Perhaps it wasn’t.

“Just follow me,” I sighed. “Have your buddies spread out in a line so that everyone is just barely within eyeshot of one another.”

I paused long enough to grab the radio and update my staff on the situation, telling them that I’d take the most remote section of the deep woods with the Harvesters, and then we set out.

“So do you have like… a sense of what’s happening to one another?” I asked. “Like telepathy?”

“We’re coordinated with one another.”

“Like a hive mind? Why haven’t you just asked where your buddy is?”

“We can’t,” it replied, its tone flat. “They’re missing.”

Wow. Helpful. So there was no choice but to search.

We reached the end of the first pass through our section and turned back to sweep the next segment of forest. I estimated it would take three passes to cover the whole thing. We hadn’t encountered anything else yet, and my staff were reporting that they hadn’t seen anything unusual either. The forest was quiet and peaceful; there were birds singing, the breeze rustled the trees. It was a lovely sunny day, with a cool wind, and if not for the inhuman thing beside me, this would have been a relaxing stroll through the forest. I was beginning to formulate a way to negotiate with the Harvesters to please not kill anyone else after we failed to find their companion.

Then, halfway to the edge of the campground, the Harvester paused. It raised a hand and gently drew the hood of its raincoat back.

“What is it?” I asked, firmly keeping my gaze averted from its head that was both there and not there.

“Listen.”

A distant clanking sound, like wind chimes. It wasn’t something I’d heard in the forest before.

“Do you know what that noise is?” I asked.

“We do not,” it replied.

“Great.” I hesitated. “Let’s go check it out. You go first.”

It took my suggestion without complaint. Apparently, it agreed that an inhuman creature was better in front than a mere human, or perhaps it thought this was fair because it was its companion we were looking for. Regardless, I’m deeply grateful that I wasn’t in the lead.

The chiming grew louder as we approached, each time the breeze kicked up even a little. There was another sound as well, a clinking. I uneasily shifted my shotgun, getting a better grip on it, ready to snap it up and fire at the slightest hint of a threat. The sound reminded me of something. I had an odd feeling in my gut. Something from my childhood, a distant memory that I could barely recall. It filled me with dread, and I remembered waking in the night, screaming at the sound of wind chimes on the front porch.

“We should turn back,” I said, my chest tight with fear.

It was about to say something. I remember this. Then it made a funny noise—a rush of air, like a balloon deflating—and its back arched as a chain punched through its chest. There was a burst of dust from the wound, and then it doubled over, and the chain whipped away, through the air, and wrapped itself around the trunk of a tree. It took the Harvester with it. The creature dangled in midair, impaled by the chain, and its beige-gloved hands clutched at the metal, trying in vain to pull free from the tree trunk.

I was stunned into immobility. This was a Harvester. Being killed, choking in pain, unable to save itself. Then another chain shot out of the tree canopy and wrapped around one of its arms and pulled taut. There was a snap of bone and it screamed—a breathless, soft sound—and I saw the sharp folds in the fabric of its coat from the chain’s pressure, its wrist dangling at a horrible angle. Another chain shot out of the trees, angled down, and slammed into the dirt like a tether. The Harvester’s body convulsed as the chain tore through its thigh. And another chain, missing the suffering captive, and I realized they were advancing.

On me.

I turned and ran. I heard the impact of the chains behind me, the thick thud of when they hit the earth, the crack like a gunshot when they struck a tree. I knew better than to pause or even look back, not until the sound of pursuit dwindled and I knew that the attacker was distracted with other, closer, prey. Only then did I dare to half turn.

The Harvester was splayed in the air, limbs outstretched, chains punching through its abdomen and leg. I could hear the trees creaking under the strain and saw the light glint off the chains as they moved, slowly dragging themselves tighter and tighter, bent under the unseen will of their master. I knew what the logical conclusion to this would be… and I still did not look away. Captivated with horror.

The chains ripped the Harvester apart. The tattered arms of the raincoat drifted like leaves through the air and something like ash poured forth from the deflating clothing. And behind it, I heard a woman’s shriek of laughter, and the trees began to shake.

But before I turned away, I caught a glimpse of something in the far distance, beyond the chains that had ripped apart my brief companion. A body, wrapped in chains, bound near the top of a tree. It was in a raincoat. This was the missing Harvester. This creature had it all along. I ran back toward the road, and I’d barely sprinted a few yards before three figures appeared in front of me. Three figures in gray raincoats.

“The road!” I yelled to them. “Get to the road!”

They hesitated, watching as I ran straight past them. My four-wheeler was at the road. I could escape on that if this creature kept coming after us.

I didn’t know what the Harvesters would do to escape, and frankly, I didn’t give a shit. I ran as hard as I could, barely aware of the gray-coated figures only a pace behind me. The road was just ahead. My gaze was fixed on the four-wheeler. I had a leg over the seat and was reaching for the ignition when a gloved hand grabbed my wrist, freezing my arm in place.

“She’s not pursuing anymore,” it said.

I swallowed hard, my mouth dry, my throat burning. I listened to the forest, straining to hear the clink of chains, and I didn’t allow myself to relax until I heard the tentative call of a bird breaking the silence.

“Whatever that was, it had your friend,” I said, trying to turn my mind to the here and now.

“It did,” the Harvester replied. “We do not think they will last much longer. Our numbers are dwindling.”

Which meant they’d recruit someone to replenish their ranks. Whatever that creature in chains was would have to wait. I needed to deal with the more immediate problem of the Harvesters.

“But you’re going to leave my campers alone, right?” I asked. “I would like to point out that technically, we did find your missing friend.”

The Harvester considered for a few agonizing seconds, and I waited, heart pounding, until it replied that yes, it would honor our agreement. Relief flooded through me—but only for a moment.

They were only recruiting because something was picking them off, one by one.

“What was that?” I whispered. “What kind of entity kills other entities?”

But they didn’t reply. They walked away in silence, their backs turned to me, their heads bowed as if in mourning.



The next day, the Harvesters showed up on my front porch. I’d done a hasty patrol of the campground and opted to skip going down into the deep woods this time. I’d barely put away the keys to my four-wheeler when they knocked on the door. I opened the door, assuming it was just one of my staff members.

A cluster of people in gray raincoats stood there instead.

“The hell are you all doing here?” I demanded. “Did you lose someone else already?”

“No,” the one in front replied. “We have a gift. We’ve been waiting to give this to you for many years. The time is now right… and today is a day for gifts.”

It handed me a knife. It was slender and white with sinew wrapped around the grip. I held it balanced on one hand and felt how light it was. I knew the substance it was carved out of. I’d seen it too many times.

“Where did you get the bone?” I asked quietly.

“The handle is carved from your second cousin’s fibula,” the Harvester replied. “The blade is a rib from your great-aunt and the sinew is from the muscles of her heart.”

“I—I don’t want this,” I whispered.

I wanted to drop it. Throw it on the floor and smash it to pieces.

“It is a gift,” the Harvester said sharply. “You cannot refuse. And you will need it.”

Then they turned and walked away as a group.

“Hey, what did you mean that today was a day for gifts?” I yelled as they left.

But they didn’t reply, and a few seconds later, my cell phone rang. Tyler. I answered on autopilot, watching the departing Harvesters, wondering if I could just bury the knife in the backyard and never think about it again.

“Kate,” my brother said. He sounded exhausted. “Wanted you to know. Danielle gave birth a few hours ago. It’s a girl. She’s healthy. Danielle is healthy. We’re naming her Colleen.”

I was silent for a moment, curling my fingers tight around the handle of the knife made from the bodies of my family.

“Kate?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “I heard you.”

I was an aunt now.







PART 3 Early Summer

As summer approaches, the campground grows more crowded with family vacations and large events. Camping in the deep woods is now a viable option, although caution is always advised. Make sure to educate yourself on food safety, as keeping coolers safely cold can be a challenge during the heat of the day. Also make sure coolers are secured, both to keep in the cold and also to keep out animals and monstrous creatures.

[image: A campfire illustration with logs arranged in a teepee shape, encircled by stones, with bright flames rising from the center.]








What Was Done to Louisa’s Parents

July crept up on me. My sister-in-law was refusing visitors, so I buried myself in the office instead so I didn’t have to think about how I hadn’t seen my niece yet. I read and reread all the notes I had tucked away in my office on the Harvesters, searching for a clue as to what their adversary was. Finally, on one humid evening, I went to Aunt Aleda’s house for help.

I found her on the front porch, staring off at the horizon with her cell phone held listlessly in one hand. I sat down in the chair beside her.

“I wish Tobias was here,” she said. “He’d be so happy.”

I hadn’t talked to her much about my uncle’s death. I’d thrown myself into my work as a distraction. I knew it wouldn’t fill the hole he’d left, but it was all I knew to try.

“Have you seen the baby yet?” I asked.

“No. Danielle’s family is in town, and I think she can only deal with so many relatives at once. We’ll get our turn when they leave.”

“Oh” was all I could say.

Maybe it wasn’t personal.

I didn’t want to change the subject, but the campground’s demands were inescapable.

“There’s a new creature in the woods,” I said. “It’s a woman, I think. Wrapped in chains.”

Aunt Aleda’s hand tightened on the cell phone and then she set it aside entirely. She was careful not to look directly at me.

“It’s not new,” she finally said. “What do you remember of your grandfather’s death?”

“Very little.”

“You were pretty young. Maybe only five?”

I closed my eyes. There were a few moments among my earliest memories that were etched in perfect clarity in my mind. I remembered my father storming out of the front door of the house, his rifle under his arm. I remember belatedly clasping my hands over my ears at the sound of a gunshot.

“I remember,” I said slowly, “that he was out by the edge of the forest. Within eyeshot of the house.”

I didn’t have many memories of my grandfather. I remembered that he was cold and unkind and that I was afraid of him. But my parents kept me sheltered from his presence, and when they talked about him after his passing, my father was so stricken with regret that I didn’t dare ask questions. I only knew what I’d pieced together from my extended family: that my grandfather hated the land… even as he fought to preserve it.

My dad had taken over the campground the year he married my mom, two years before I was born. Grandpa was still living in one of the other houses on our land, and there was never-ending friction between him and my dad. There wasn’t much that Grandpa approved of, and he had plenty of opinions about how he thought my dad should run the campground.

Dad said that Grandpa only retired because it was tradition.

Mom said he retired because everyone hated him. Especially after what happened with Louisa’s parents.

I wonder if he was a scapegoat for the town’s guilt, after it was all done. The town just… went along with what he said, after all.

“Your grandfather wrapped up the business with Louisa’s parents just days before he died,” Aunt Aleda said. “I don’t think the timing was a coincidence.”

Louisa’s family lived on old land. It was newly turned and there weren’t any obvious signs, so no one realized what was happening until it was all over. They kept horses. They were the only family in town that did. Their land was level and clear of trees and had a spacious barn. There were a few horses already on it and Louisa had grown up with them, but they weren’t anything special. Just… horses. Then Louisa’s parents thought that since they were doing so well with the few they had, they could expand. Specifically, they’d lodge horses for other people who didn’t have the land.

The rich people around here tend to keep to themselves. I don’t know much about them. Louisa’s family, however, courted their wealth. They offered a horse stable, closer to home and easily accessible, with a price to match. Soon Louisa’s parents were able to fill their barn up with other people’s horses.

One night in the early spring, Louisa and her family were woken in the night by the sound of screaming horses. Her parents peered out the window, and when they saw that the barn was dark and the door slightly ajar, they called the Old Sheriff. He told them not to leave the house. They didn’t—not until they saw something slip out of the barn and vanish off into the darkness. Then her mother and father took a flashlight and a gun each and went to check what had happened. Louisa remained in the house, huddled with her siblings, until the Old Sheriff arrived. He spoke with Louisa’s parents outside and Louisa sent her siblings to bed and then listened to their hushed conversation, hiding under the lip of a window. Two of the horses were gone. The thing had killed them in their stables and dragged the bodies away.

My grandfather was brought in to help, seeing as this was obviously an inhuman threat. He assembled a hunting party consisting of my father and a handful of others from our extended family. They acquired a cow from a local farmer who grudgingly parted with it for a discount. Once Grandpa was confident that the beast was hungry again, they took the cow out into the woods, butchered it, and left the body out in the open while they waited in a hunting blind nearby.

The thing came; it looked ancient, like dark old magic. My father recalled it as a hodgepodge of other animals—shaped like a dog, but with the face of a cat and the tail of a fox. Its coat was mottled with color, as if it had been stitched out of the scraps that God discarded during the world’s creation. It set upon the cow and the hunters waited while it gorged itself. It was not big, but it was strong, and it could easily tear the meat from the bones. It devoured half the cow, its body swelling like a balloon. The skin was stretched so tight that the pale flesh was visible beneath its thinning coat.

It was a gulon, a Scandinavian creature that was an incarnation of gluttony. They will not stop their feeding until their prey is utterly devoured. And with it was the poison that my grandpa had planted in the dead cow’s belly.

The hunters waited until the gulon foamed at the mouth and stumbled, and then when it was stuck in this trap of its own making and unable to fight back effectively, grandpa and the rest of the hunters jumped out of hiding and hacked it apart with axes. My grandfather was the one that took its head off.

“You know what happened next?” Aunt Aleda asked.

“Mom told me,” I replied softly. “It was one of her lessons… about why we don’t make bargains with inhuman things.”

Louisa’s parents weren’t killed because of the beast. They were killed because of what they did afterward.

Two horses were dead. Two that did not belong to them. While my grandfather was plotting how to kill the beast, Louisa’s parents were trying to figure out how to save their reputation and their livelihood. This is the sort of desperation that leads people to make dangerous choices.

So Louisa’s parents consulted with an ancient being. No one knows which. They did it in secret, while their kids were at school. We only know this is what happened because there is no other source that could have provided the knowledge—and the power—to do what they did.

First, Louisa’s younger brothers vanished. Her parents told her that they had been having nightmares since the horses were killed and had been sent to stay with an aunt for a while. Then Louisa found two new horses in the barn, so similar in appearance and temperament to the ones that were killed that she couldn’t tell that anything was wrong. They’d even fooled one of the owners who had stopped by the barn that afternoon for a ride.

Of course, something like this couldn’t remain a secret forever. Louisa noticed that her siblings were still absent and there was no indication that they’d be coming home anytime soon. When she called her aunt, she found out that they weren’t there. So she went to the campground and asked my father for help. And he went to Louisa’s farm and stood at the fence and called for the two new horses by her siblings’ names. They came, immediately, and stood there, perfectly still, staring at him with sad mute intelligence.

“I sometimes wonder if Louisa’s parents just thought it was a temporary solution,” I said. “Just until they found some real horses that were similar enough to replace the ones they’d lost.”

“The town didn’t think so. I was at the meeting. Your grandfather proposed the plan because even though your parents ran the campground at the time, they wanted nothing to do with it. I sat in the back with them and we refused to vote. Not that it mattered. The town was all in favor. They don’t take kindly to people who make bargains with evil things, after all.”

“Or they were just jealous of Louisa’s parents’ good fortune in finding a lucrative business and keeping the profits to themselves,” I muttered.

There was a reason I hired locals for the campground and paid them so well.

With the town in favor of my grandfather’s plan, they formed a second hunting party. Seventeen people total, all locals. More than enough to ensure the outcome would go in their favor. Then, with my grandfather to lead them, they armed themselves, loaded up into cars, and left for Louisa’s family’s farm.

“How did Grandpa know how to reverse the curse?” I asked. “Mom never said.”

“He consulted with another being of power.” Aunt Aleda hesitated. “He went to the Lady with Extra Eyes.”

I didn’t say anything. I just let this information settle in my chest.

“I know you trust her,” my aunt ventured.

“It’s fine,” I said quickly. “Grandpa asked her for information and she gave it to him. It was up to him what to do with it. That’s how these exchanges go.”

My aunt seemed to want to say more but thought better of it and continued the story instead.

“Your father went with him to ask. He told me… that the Lady with Extra Eyes was silent for a while and she spoke reluctantly. She seemed very sad.”

“Because she knew that my grandfather would carry through with her instructions,” I muttered.

Nowadays, we tell stories where evil curses are reversed with something beautiful and good, like true love’s kiss or a sacrifice made out of love. Even death is reversible and everyone is given a happy ending. Sometimes it really works out that way. But more often than not, evil is only reversed with another evil.

Louisa’s parents didn’t put up much of a fight, not with that many people showing up to apprehend them. Perhaps they didn’t realize that the town was there to break the curse, perhaps they thought they’d just be questioned and then let go. They began to realize it when they were taken to the barn. Louisa’s last memory of her parents was of them vanishing through the barn doors, her father begging their neighbors to reconsider, that they could fix this, that they’d turn the boys back, they just needed time. That, and her mother’s cries for mercy. Then someone ushered Louisa into a car and took her away so that she wouldn’t hear the rest of their screams.

My grandfather cut off their feet first so that it would be harder for them to escape. They ground these up, bones and all, and mixed them into the grain that was then fed to the two horses that were their children. Then a volunteer remained behind in the barn to keep watch overnight. He said that something that moved like a great wind shook the doors and roof of the barn throughout the night and its howls sounded like the cries of demons.

Just as the Lady with Extra Eyes had said would happen.

The next night my grandfather cut off their hands. These, too, were fed to the transformed children. And again, a person from the town stood watch, and again, something assaulted the barn but could not come inside.

The ancient thing, I suppose. Angered that its curse was being undone.

On the third day, Louisa’s parents were split evenly in two lengthwise and their hearts removed. Half of Louisa’s mother was buried in the northern edge of the field and the other half in the south. Her father was buried to the east and the west. Their hearts were fed to their children who dutifully ate the grain, their sad eyes full of understanding at where the blood that stained their lips came from.

And the volunteer who stood watch was found the next morning, huddled in a corner, weeping. To this day, he refuses to speak about what he heard outside the barn that night.

Louisa’s brothers were in their stalls, asleep, naked, and covered in a slick substance like afterbirth. This time, they really were sent to stay with their aunt for a little while, and the Old Sheriff helped put together some paperwork that would make it look like Louisa’s parents had died of something a little more… natural. Louisa was given custody of her siblings through her parents’ will and both boys left home as soon as they were old enough. Louisa helped her clients find new barns for their horses and sold the remaining horses that they owned, giving the money to her brothers to help them get a new start elsewhere.

She sold all but one.

That one she butchered.

“That ancient thing never left,” Aunt Aleda said. “It stayed close to her land, coming at night and seeking a way into the house, or perhaps it whispered things to her—old rituals and evil deeds that would give her the things she desired, tantalizingly poised so as to obscure their terrible cost.”

The last horse’s body was cut into four pieces. One quarter was buried at each corner of the farm, completing the perimeter that her parents’ bodies had started. The horse’s head was buried at the roots of the oak tree in the middle of the field.

“Louisa seemed a lot more at ease after she killed the last horse,” Aunt Aleda said thoughtfully.

“But Grandpa—he died… when?”

“Just a few days after the curse was broken. There was no warning. No indication that he was in danger. He… was on his way to the main house and was impaled by a chain on his way there.”

A chain. I was only half listening to Aunt Aleda now, my mind drawn to what had become of the Harvester in the woods. Like the Harvester, the chain punched through my grandfather’s abdomen and then drew taut, the other end stretching off into the trees. Another of her chains shot through his arm, at the elbow, and another through a knee. He collapsed and the angle of the chains held his body suspended there in midair, screaming.

“I heard him screaming and came running,” Aunt Aleda said. “He was near the edge of the woods.”

The residences of the extended family are some distance from the campers’ plots, to try to retain some privacy. There are posted signs to keep people out and we also use that land to store our equipment, so it’s pretty apparent it’s staff only. However, as with any commotion, it was only a matter of time before a camper noticed and ignored the PRIVATE PROPERTY, NO TRESPASSING signs to try to see what was wrong.

“I was the first to arrive,” she continued. “I sent your uncle to fetch Grandma, thinking that maybe she’d know what to do. But he was bleeding out, pinned there by the chains. I remember—I looked into the woods and I saw her—covered head to toe in chains. The chains bound her to a tree and she was… weeping. I could barely hear it under your grandfather’s screams, but it was unmistakably the sound of someone crying.”

And that’s when my dad came out of the house. That’s what I remembered—standing on the front porch, watching him walk past with his rifle, and then a gunshot.

It happened before anyone realized what he was doing. He hefted the rifle, aimed, and shot his own father in the head.

“We always thought your dad was a little soft,” Aunt Aleda said. “We didn’t think so after that.”

“Dad wasn’t soft,” I replied. “He was compassionate.”

It’s an important difference.

“That thing—that Lady in Chains—lost interest after Grandpa was dead. Her chains loosened and slid free of his body, depositing it gently on the ground. Then she quietly vanished into the trees. We haven’t seen her since.”

Until now.





The Importance of Vetting Your Ideas

The Lady in Chains. Now that I had a name, I could find her in my family’s notes. The first step was to call my brother. He sounded tired when he answered, so I kept the pleasantries short. Dealing with in-laws and a new baby wasn’t nearly as demanding as dealing with literal monsters, I felt, but I wasn’t sure he’d see it that way.

“Is there any mention of a Lady in Chains in Mom’s journal?” I asked.

“Not that I recall. Is something going on?”

I told him everything that happened, including what I’d learned from Aunt Aleda.

“I hate this campground,” he said when I finished, without any real vitriol.

“The bad year is to blame,” I corrected. “Do you think I could swing by and pick up the journal?” And maybe see my niece in the process.

“Did you get your whooping cough vaccine yet?”

“Uh. Not yet.” In my defense, I had a lot going on.

“Go get it,” he sighed. “I’ll drop the journal off when I can. Do you have a plan for dealing with this Lady in Chains in the meantime?”

I always had a plan. Granted, sometimes they weren’t good plans and most of the time they weren’t safe plans either, but I was always scheming. It’s the only way I stayed ahead of the monsters.

“I saw her in an area of the campground where the Harvesters can be found,” I said. “She was bound to a tree and used her chains to attack, so I suspect she might be stationary. I’m going to go put up yellow caution tape around the area.”

“Yellow caution tape,” my brother repeated.

“Yeah! My campers stay out of the area, she preys exclusively on the Harvesters, and I have fewer problems to deal with for a while. In business school, we called that a win-win-win.”

“I don’t think you should get close to her. She went after Grandpa, after all. Let me see what I can find first, so you’ve got some kind of protection against her—”

“I’ll be fine,” I interrupted. “She ignored Aunt Aleda last time she was on the campground, and Aunt Aleda got pretty close. Right now she’s targeting the Harvesters. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“KATE—”

But I’d already hung up on him. Now, I’m not reckless for no reason. SWORD was right around the corner, and I needed her contained before the medieval reenactors showed up. There were enough attendees that they filled up the deep woods and they’d be packed in there right beside her. If I could narrow down the danger zone as tight as possible, then I wouldn’t have to shuffle too many campsites around. The reenactors respected the yellow caution tape. They knew the monsters were out there.

I drove the four-wheeler slowly through the deep woods, listening for the sound of chains off in the trees. But it wasn’t the chains that I heard first. It was weeping. I slowed to a stop at the edge of the road and peered through the trees, trying to pinpoint her location. Unfortunately, due to the nature of the deep woods, it was often hard to see an inhuman creature until you were almost on top of it.

I got off the four-wheeler with the yellow caution tape in one hand and my shotgun in the other—just in case. I walked through the woods, venturing closer to the Lady in Chains, my heart in my throat. Despite my bravado with Tyler, I was nervous. Her chains had struck the Harvester so fast. I didn’t think I could dodge something like that. So I crept forward, straining to hear some sign of movement, a change in the weeping, anything to tell me that it was time to run. But nothing happened, and after a few torturous minutes, I could see a lump through the trees, chains glinting dully in the sunlight against a particularly thick tree, like some sort of industrial cocoon. I allowed myself a moment of relief. She was stationary. I could block her off and everything would be fine.

Then I heard the sound of footsteps from behind me.

I whirled. A camper stood there, peering past me at the trees. During the summer we were open full-time, so there were always people on the campground.

“Is—is everything okay?” she ventured. “I heard crying.”

“Everything is fine,” I said, forcing a customer service smile onto my face. “Just, uh, quarantining a monster is all.”

“A what?”

Her gaze sharpened on the metallic cocoon. Her expression went from one of curiosity to abject horror.

“Is she okay?!” the camper exclaimed. “She needs help!”

I opened my mouth to reply that no, she obviously did not, but it was too late. The camper pushed past me, running straight to the entity bound to the tree. She grabbed at the chains, trying to force her fingers between them in a futile attempt to pry them away from the creature’s body.

“It’ll be okay,” the woman babbled. “I’m going to get you out.”

You know what they say. No good deed goes unpunished.

The chains holding the lady to the tree uncoiled. Four of them slammed into the ground, holding her form aloft, and the other four curved overheard. The camper continued to pull at the chains binding the creature, lost in whatever enchantment the weeping had put her under. She was still trying to save the lady when the chains descended as one, piercing her through the back and emerging from her chest dripping with blood.

At least she died instantly. At least there was that small comfort.

Her body slumped to the forest floor, and the chains rose again, stretching out to wrap around the nearby trees like fingers.

And then there was silence.

The weeping had stopped.

It felt like she was looking at me.

“I’m, uh, just going to go,” I said uneasily, hefting the yellow caution tape. “Okay? I’m leaving now.”

The chains tightened, jerking the lady forward a foot. I dropped the caution tape and raised my shotgun instead. When she lurched forward again, I fired.

There was a metallic impact as the bullets struck the chains and a single link flew off, landing somewhere on the ground. That was all. But the chains holding her aloft changed position, grabbing the tree trunks all around her, and she was hoisted up and into the leaves, where she quickly vanished from sight.

“Oh c’mon!” I shrieked at the tree canopy. “Why can’t something on this damn campground be vulnerable to guns?!”

“So quick to kill what you don’t like,” a woman’s voice said, drifting lazily through the trees.

I tucked the shotgun under my arm and turned toward the road. I had to get out of here.

“Kind of like how you killed my grandfather?” I demanded.

If I kept her talking, I could tell where she was. She was behind me and I still had a clear path to my four-wheeler.

“He did terrible things” she replied. “And you… you kill simply because you’re angry.”

Why was everyone getting on my case about this? My anger churned in my chest and I thought I should hold onto it, but I’d helped the Harvesters and they’d repaid me with a knife made out of my dead great-aunt, so why shouldn’t I be angry?

“I try my best,” I snapped, letting my anger go. “Do you have any idea how hard this is? Everything rests on my shoulders—the town’s economy depends on my campground, I have to keep the town safe, I have to protect my staff, I have to protect my campers, and the monsters are just so much stronger than me—”

Silence. She was no longer replying to me, which meant I didn’t know where she was anymore.

“Shit shit shit,” I muttered, breaking into a sprint.

She was coming.

Something glinted in the corner of my vision. Metal. Dull, languidly reflecting the filtered sunlight as the chains drifted to and fro in the breeze. Her chains were surrounding me. Cutting off my escape.

And above me, just out of sight, up in the treetops, I heard the rattling of chains. I didn’t dare take my eyes off the road tantalizingly ahead for more than a moment, but in that brief glimpse I saw a shadow behind the translucent green leaves. The shape of a woman. Her limbs were stretched out, her fingers were long, and she skittered through the branches, easily outpacing me.

And that was when I realized that I was extraordinarily fucked.

A chain slammed into the ground before me, stretched taut up to the canopy. I threw myself backward, slipping on the dirt and dead leaves, and my momentum carried me right into a second chain that had hit right behind me. I hit it hard and bounced, tumbling to the ground, and the chain broke free from the ground and then whipped itself around my legs. It drew tight, pinning them together, and I frantically pried at it, trying to free myself.

The shadow in the leaves skittered directly above me, her limbs spread and elbows and knees at sharp angles, like an insect clinging to the leaves.

“I—I thought you were just after the Harvesters,” I cried in desperation. “You ignored my aunt! So why are you going after me?”

“The campground is changing, isn’t it? And you… you just might be worse than the Harvesters.”

A shadow fell over me. I glanced up on reflex, startled, and a figure loomed above me, his face hidden within the hood he wore. Dull metal rings adorned the fingers clutching his skull cup.

With one hand, he swung the cup around. The contents leapt free in a wide arc, splashing into the chain holding me down. It sizzled, melting like clay, and from above us came an agonized shriek.

“Time to go,” the Man with the Skull Cup hissed.

He reached down and grabbed my elbow, urging me to my feet, and then with his hand closed around my forearm, we ran for the road.

Something hit the ground behind us in an explosion of dirt. The impact threw us forward, and I hit and rolled and then came to a stop, facing the direction we’d just come. My skin burned and I felt grit against open wounds.

The Lady in Chains was only a few yards away. She was wrapped in her chains from head to toe, only the tips of her feet and her eyes showed. Her body was supported by the chains, driving into the dirt like the legs of a spider, holding her aloft. Our gazes met, I stared into her dark-brown eyes, and she seemed sad to me, so sad—resigned—but also there was a cold glint of resolve. Another chain slammed into the dirt and her body lurched toward us.

Beside me, the Man with the Skull Cup raised himself up off the ground, his hand covering the top of his cup.

“I have plenty left in my cup,” he spat at her, “Is this really the fight you want to pick right now?”

A shriek from the Lady in Chains. I cowered, curling in on myself and covering my ears with my hands, crying out at the pain of the noise. Like knives, stabbing into my mind. Then the pain subsided, and when I next opened my eyes, she was gone. The forest was silent around us.

The Man with the Skull Cup sat next to me. He was breathing hard, his shoulders rose and fell rapidly, and his head was turned so that I could not see his face.

“Well, I suppose I just made myself an enemy,” he laughed.

Wry, dark humor. It carried an edge of despair. My blood ran cold. I’d never heard him speak in such a way.

“At least you have company now with the Harvesters,” I said with a dry laugh.

It felt wrong. I was trying to reassure the Man with the Skull Cup. He didn’t seem to be listening. He just picked himself up and dusted the dirt off his hoodie. My mind raced.

“This really is a bad year, isn’t it,” I said.

He just half turned away from me. I got up and put myself directly in front of him so he couldn’t ignore me.

“You feel it, don’t you?” I demanded.

He closed his eyes, and for a moment, his breathing quickened. A faint shiver ran through his frame, and when he opened his eyes, the irises seemed… darker. Like a shadow had fallen over us both.

“I do,” he replied, and his voice was low and choked with an emotion I’d learned to recognize. Hunger. “It tears at me. We all feel it.”

“Do you know what’s causing it?”

“The land is restless. It stirs in its sleep.”

“You’re not being very helpful.”

That was the wrong thing to say. His eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched with anger, and then his hand snapped up and seized the front of my shirt. He turned his wrist over, twisting the fabric and dragging me closer to him.

“I didn’t just save you back there,” he spat. “I intervened directly on your behalf. I broadcast my loyalty to everything out there.”

And he threw me away from him. I stumbled and went over backward, landing hard on the ground.

“I didn’t ask you to!”

“You’d be dead right now if I hadn’t, Kate.”

We glared at each other for a long moment.

My radio crackled to life.

“Kate?!” Bryan’s voice said on the other end. “Tell me you’re alive.”

“I-I’m fine.”

“Oh good,” he replied with relief. “Your brother called me to find out if you were okay, because you stopped answering your phone like a gigantic asshole. Where are you?”

“I’m in the deep woods. I’ll head your way. We’re going to need to recover a body. The Lady in Chains will target campers.”

“Oh no. Are you okay? What happened?”

I glanced sideways at the creature beside me.

“The Man with the Skull Cup helped me out,” I said.

There was a long pause.

“Huh,” Bryan said.

I felt much the same. It was confusing.

I had known the Man with the Skull Cup for a long time. He was different now, however. He seemed… angry. His expression had barely changed, but the grip on his cup was tighter than I recalled.

“Are you… upset at me?”

“Of all the creatures on the campground,” he replied tersely, “I didn’t expect you to make that one your enemy.”

“But I didn’t do anything! I haven’t even seen her until now. Don’t blame this on me.”

“You are to blame, though,” he snapped, and I just stared at him incredulously.

“I would offer you a drink if I had any left,” he said bitterly. “A long drink, and my anger would boil your insides.”

He glanced ruefully at the nearly empty cup upon saying so. Only a few drops remained.

“Did you… bluff the Lady in Chains?” I asked incredulously.

“Not nearly as bold as trying to contain her with yellow caution tape,” he replied calmly.

Then he held his cup out to me. I knew the ritual well at this point, and so, even though I knew it very well could come back to harm me, I held out my hand. Hoping that might alleviate his anger somewhat. The Man with the Skull Cup didn’t hesitate. He cut my finger with his knife and let my blood drop into the cup.

Blood freely given.

“And where will the last ingredient come from?” I asked as I tore the hem off my shirt and wrapped it around the wound.

“I’ll abduct one of your staff. The one you brought back doesn’t pay very close attention to her surroundings. She’ll do.”

Emily. Great. As if I wasn’t having enough problems with finding staff.

“Are you going to kill her?”

“Perhaps.”

He regarded me with a flat, heavy-lidded gaze. As if daring me to stop him. And shouldn’t I? Didn’t Perchta warn me?

“Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll help. We’ll abduct her together. It’ll be fun.”

“And you’ll prevent me from killing her.”

“That too,” I replied sharply.



Anyway, that’s how I wound up requesting that Emily come to my office. Of course, when she came, the Man with the Skull Cup was there as well, and after an incredibly brief struggle, the poor woman was on the ground with a knife through her palm, bleeding into the cup.

I suppose it helps when you have inhuman abilities, but after seeing that, I did not want to go up against the Man with the Skull Cup in a fistfight. It would not end well.

I was a little upset that the Man with the Skull Cup put the knife through her hand, though. I had to send Emily to the hospital. I arranged to cover her out-of-pocket medical bills…. It only seemed fair, but I think we all know what medical bills look like in the US. Bad years are expensive years.

I sent Bryan to retrieve the body of the camper. His dogs would alert him to danger long before the lady could strike. But he couldn’t find it. He found the bloodstains, but the body was gone. I reluctantly called up the Old Sheriff so that he could deal with any family or friends that came looking for her.

And I was left to figure out what to do about the Lady in Chains. In the end, there was only one solution I could come up with. Until I figured out how to get rid of her, I needed my campers to stay far, far away. To ignore her weeping, to ignore their best intentions, and to stay out of range of her chains.

It was time to write a new rule.


RULE #10: The Lady in Chains is not in distress. Do not try to help her. It is a trap and she will kill you.






Burn It Down

On weekends, I had a tradition of meeting Tyler for lunch. The town has two diners. One is a pizza place. The other is a hamburger joint. It’s the exact kind of grease-laden fare that you’d expect in a small-town diner. Milkshakes, burgers with thick strips of bacon, liver and onions for those who like that sort of thing. Laminated menus, creaking wooden floors, battered tables. Almost everyone who eats here is a regular, though the owner is certainly more friendly with some than others. I’m greeted with familiarity only because I own the campground and my campers visit this place, so it’s best to stay on good terms with me so I keep her menu pinned to the board of THINGS TO DO in the camp store. But it’s clear to me that the “How is the campground?” question I always get is nothing more than a formality and she doesn’t really want to hear how things are going. She just wants some trite reply before I sit down at a table and make my order.

That day was no different. Then my brother came in and spent a good ten minutes updating the owner on the baby and showing her photos, and I couldn’t help but feel a little resentful. Okay, sure, it could be because everyone loves a new baby (I admit I don’t get it myself), but I also feel like the town views my brother as the approachable one because he’s not the current owner.

“Sorry about that,” he said when he was finally done with the conversation. “You know how it is when you have a new baby.”

“No, I don’t know, actually. Did you bring it?”

“Wow, okay, Danielle and Colleen are doing fine, thanks for asking. You could have at least asked to see the photos.”

He tersely picked up the menu and made a show of staring at it so he didn’t have to look at me.

“Tyler, you’ve been texting me photos of her every five hours it feels like. I probably have three hundred photos of her by now. And I’m a little stressed out by the Harvesters, who gave me a knife made of bone; the spiders everywhere; the Man with the Skull Cup acting weird; and oh—I don’t know—maybe the fact that the Lady in Chains is after me like she was after Grandpa. I know you’re busy with the new baby so… I need Mom’s journal back.”

Tyler sighed and picked up the menu, holding it up high so that I couldn’t see his face.

“I looked over the pages about when Grandpa died,” he mumbled. “Mom saved some newspaper clippings but that’s about it. A few days after the funeral, it goes back to her cryptic half-assed notes that only made sense to her.”

I can’t judge too much. Cryptic half-assed note-taking is how I got through my three and a half years of college.

“Okay, but I still want it back,” I insisted. “Maybe I’ll find something you missed. She’s after me, Tyler.”

The conversation paused while we waited as a police car went screaming past the front of the diner.

“Well maybe you shouldn’t have gone charging off in the woods after her and ignored my phone calls,” he replied snidely.

“I apologized for that. C’mon, help me out here. She spoke to me. The Man with the Skull Cup called her my enemy.”

“Maybe she’s only attacking creatures in proximity like she did that camper.”

“Grandpa’s death was targeted. She came out of the woods, killed him, and then vanished. I think you’re right about proximity to some degree—she’s killing the Harvesters, they’re in her territory—but there’s something that made her chase me down. D-do you think I’m turning out like Grandpa?”

“No,” Tyler replied immediately. “Dad always said that Grandpa got mean in his old age. You’re… ruthless, but you’re not… like he was.”

Another police car went by. This time, everyone in the diner turned to stare. Our police force is small and spends most of its time giving out speeding tickets. It’s highly unusual for a police car to be speeding anywhere around here, much less two.

I started to stand, gathering up my purse and searching for my wallet.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about that,” I said. “I should go.”

“It’s probably nothing.”

“Tyler. It’s headed toward the grocery store.”

“Can’t you just leave it alone?” my brother sighed. “Just this once? Why does it have to be our job to deal with this crap all the time?”

I hesitated. The conversations around us hadn’t stopped but they had quieted, and I was suddenly aware of all the eavesdropping ears. So I didn’t say what I was thinking. I didn’t say that it’s because we’re the only ones around here willing to do it.

I didn’t say anything at all in reply. I just tossed a twenty on the table and said, “I’m sorry, Tyler. It’s always going to be our job.”

I walked out to my car, but Tyler caught up with me.

“I’ll go with you,” he said. “You could use all the help you can get.”

Maybe I didn’t know my brother as well as I thought I did. I believed he didn’t want anything to do with the campground. Or maybe he was just jealous that the Man with the Skull Cup was putting the moves on his sister by being the one to save me. (For the love of God, that’s a joke.) Either way, I told him he’d be welcome and he told me to wait just a moment while he got his gun out of his car.

“You keep a gun with you?” I asked, startled.

He rolled his eyes.

“We were raised by the same parents. And maybe I’m not living on the campground, but this is a bad year.”

I hadn’t been giving him enough credit.

He went to his car and got a shotgun out of the trunk, and then, suitably armed, we loaded into my vehicle and I backed out and headed off toward the grocery.

We found a couple of police cars positioned strategically as a barrier in the parking lot. The police were behind their vehicles, guns out, warily watching the store. I parked my car in line with theirs, giving us another vehicle in the barricade, and my brother and I spilled out and joined them. My brother positioned himself near the front of the car, propping up his shotgun on the hood. I went to talk to the police.

“Please tell me you think this is the result of some asshole kid with a rock,” I said as I approached.

The front window of the store was broken. Shattered glass lay on the pavement in front of it and the interior of the store was ominously still.

“We boarded those windows up, Kate,” one of the policemen replied, pointing at the broken pieces of plywood also littering the ground.

“I know, just wishful thinking,” I sighed. “We should get ready to burn the store down. Just in case. Aunt Aleda can bring over enough gasoline for that; she’s good at this sort of thing.”

“Torching the grocery is not going to go over well with the town,” the officer managing the scene replied.

Which I thought was ironic, considering one of the officers was unpacking a flame thrower.

“That’s why it’s going to be our last resort. Hopefully Rolan just got a little peckish and ducked out for a quick snack and then came back.”

“You think he’s still in there?”

I loaded both barrels of my shotgun, my gaze fixed on the gaping window of the grocery.

“I’m going to go find out.”

I had to turn my back to my brother as I said this. The expression on his face told me that he was struggling not to protest. I thought of what he’d said at the diner. Why does it have to be our family?

Just part of the curse, I guess. If the Beast doesn’t get us, then our stupid inability to stand by and do nothing does.

I took only my gun and a flashlight. There weren’t any other good weapons at hand. I’d move slowly and make sure I always had a clear path to the exit. It was a small building. That wouldn’t be hard to do. I only needed to get close enough to look in the storeroom to see if the grocer was hiding out in there. Then I could leave.

The things I do for this town.

I swung wide of the broken window, heading for the corner of the building and then hugging the wall as I approached. I stopped just short of the window and peered around the jagged ends of the plywood that were still nailed to the frame. The interior of the store was dark, as the electricity had been turned off some time ago and the sunlight only penetrated so far into the depths. I scanned the store with the flashlight. Most of the shelves were toppled and the stench of rotten food hung heavy in the air. I fought down the urge to gag.

There were dark patches on the floor where blood had soaked into the wood. It wasn’t human at least, for I saw the bones of animals—mostly goats and sheep—lying in the middle of the bloodstains. They’d been picked clean of all meat. That wasn’t reassuring. But most alarming were the shining white columns that choked the building, thin towers of spider silk that stretched from floor to ceiling. I followed one up with my light and the spiders fled as the beam fell upon them, burrowing deeper into their webs. The ceiling was coated with cobwebs, a billowing white sheet like clouds. Thick cables hung down like stalactites.

I stepped over the low wall and into the store. The stench assaulted me and I took shallow breaths through my mouth. It felt like the tepid air clung to my throat, and my mouth went dry. I made my way through the store, listening intently to every sound, shuffling through the spilled piles of boxes and cans as I walked to the back. The freezers were before me, the inside of the glass covered with a sickly green mold.

Nothing jumped out at me as I pressed onward, careful to give the cobweb columns a wide berth. At one point, something crunched underneath my feet and I almost jumped out of my skin, thinking it was spiders, but it was pasta that had spilled out of a broken box. Once my heart slowed to the point where I at least couldn’t hear it roaring in my ears, I kept going. The spiders stayed away from my flashlight, running and hiding every time the light fell on them. That gave me some confidence. They were acting like normal spiders, so perhaps that meant that the grocer wasn’t hiding in here somewhere, directing their actions. Of course, that really was bad news in the long-term. It meant we’d have to hunt the grocer down, and who knows what he’d do before we found him. Or who he’d hurt.

The door to the stockroom wasn’t far. I shone my light in through the open door. I couldn’t see the whole thing from my angle, but it seemed like that wouldn’t matter. I was met with a wall of cobweb, speckled with dark shapes that bolted at the touch of the light, vanishing deeper into the mess of silk. Grocery carts were suspended in the mass, their wire frames sparkling as my flashlight ran across them.

I was about to push the door the rest of the way open when I heard my brother scream my name. I turned and ran for the exit. I didn’t even think about it. The tight panic in my brother’s voice made me fear the worst—that he was in danger. I vaulted the wall with little thought, jumping through the broken window frame and landing on the pavement outside.

My brother was ahead of me, running back toward the police with his shotgun held low by his waist. I felt a sudden stab of relief that he was okay, quickly tightening back into dread as I took in the scene.

Rolan was on top of one of the police officers. His jaw hung loosely from his head, flapping against his neck, and a thick stream of spiders poured forth, raining down on the officer’s face. The man thrashed, clawing and punching with his hands, his feet scraping against the asphalt, and he shook his head desperately back and forth, trying to throw off the spiders that pried at his tightly sealed lips and eyelids.

The police were firing, but the bullets were ineffective, punching small holes in the grocer’s body from which more spiders poured forth. An officer stood nearby with the flamethrower, but there was no way he could get a clear shot without also hitting the officer who was on the ground.

This had nothing to do with the police. Nothing to do with the town. Whatever controlled those spiders was after me. The campground manager. That’s how it goes.

“Hey!” I called as loudly as I could. “I’m over here!”

The grocer’s head snapped up. He moved fast. He leapt off the supine policeman and landed on top of one of the police cars, then shoved off and hit the ground on all fours, his elbows and knees splayed outward as he skittered toward me. His jaw flapped as he moved, spiders tumbling out over his teeth with every forward lurch he made.

Too fast. I didn’t think I could get to the person with the flamethrower before he caught up.

Then Tyler took one step forward, putting himself in position so that the grocer would have to pass right by him. And as he did so, my brother raised his gun so that the grocer’s head would go right in front of it, mere inches away, and he pulled the trigger.

Rolan’s head exploded into bone fragments and spiders. There was no blood, no brains—just shattered splinters of bone and the pulverized corpses of spiders. The body flopped to the ground, limbs twitching, and slowly the skin began to deflate as the spiders fled their ruined home, pouring out through the open neck. My brother hastily retreated and then there was a clear shot for the officer with the flamethrower. He incinerated the body and torched every spider we could find as they fled for the grass.

I did my part to help by stomping on any that looked like they would get away.

Then we burned the grocery store down. Aunt Aleda managed the whole process. She might not be that great at campground administration, but she sure knew how to set things on fire. Did we use an excessive amount of gasoline? Absolutely. We really wanted to make sure nothing got out of it alive.

Tyler came and found me after the remains of the grocery store had settled into a pile of smoldering charcoal. His face was covered with soot. Mine probably wasn’t much better.

“This is going to keep happening, isn’t it?” Tyler asked, gesturing vaguely at the ruins of the grocery store.

The bad year spreading outside the bounds of the campground. Affecting the town. I saw Rolan’s wife getting out of her car down the street and hastily looked away.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “We haven’t seen anything like this before.”

“I’m sorry for not listening earlier. I guess I’m just in denial that the Lady in Chains is… trying to kill my sister.”

He stared miserably at the ground. I watched Rolan’s wife approach the ruins of the grocery, her face stoically blank. Like this was the outcome she’d expected. That’s how things always turned out, around here.

“Please, Tyler,” I said. “I have to stop her or things like this are going to keep happening. I need her journal back.”

“How about you come to my house and get it,” he finally sighed. “That way you can see Colleen as well. But, Kate… you’re not going to like what you find in there.”

“I don’t care. Just so long as I can stop the Lady in Chains.”

I always thought I knew more than Tyler, being the older sibling. But sometimes, regrettably, I found out that he was right in the end.





The Family Curse

I scoured Mom’s journal. As Tyler has said, there were a handful of newspaper clippings around Grandpa’s death and then Mom’s short phrases that only made sense to her. I read and reread them, trying to place them in the context of what was happening right now. Grandpa died… the Lady in Chains vanished into the woods… and then what? What did Mom do next?

I skipped ahead to the next page that had an actual date. It was about two months after Grandpa’s death and was merely some notes on how Tyler and I were coping. Tyler was having trouble grasping the concept of death and didn’t understand that Grandpa wasn’t coming back. And I… I was sad she was gone.

“She”?

It couldn’t be the Lady in Chains. I wouldn’t be sad about that creature being gone.

I flipped a page back. Whatever was on this page had to be about something that happened shortly after Grandpa died. But there was just a copy of my grandfather’s obituary, and underneath that, scribbled almost as an afterthought, were the sentences “Done. Easier than I thought.”

So I visited the Old Sheriff to see what he remembered.

“Your mother kept a lot of secrets,” he sighed after we’d settled around his kitchen table with the journal. “From me and your dad.”

“I know—but—do you remember how she was acting at Grandpa’s funeral? Did she do anything significant afterward?”

“She was very preoccupied with keeping the family safe,” he finally said. “It was becoming an obsession. I think the fact that you saw your Grandpa die finally rattled her. Made the reality that you would be in danger someday sink in.”

“Did someone else die shortly after?” I asked. “There’s this note about me being sad someone is gone a few months’ later.”

“I don’t know if anyone died, but your mom wasn’t letting you go into the woods. She got very distrustful of everyone after your grandfather’s death. I remember you crying to your dad that you wanted to visit the lady in the woods.”

The Lady with Extra Eyes. That’s who I missed. Mom probably wasn’t letting me see her, out of fear the Lady in Chains was still loose in the deep woods. I rubbed at my temple, and Sorcha appeared at that moment, carrying tea and cookies.

“She wasn’t entirely wrong,” Sorcha said, joining us at the table. “You can’t really trust an inhuman thing forever. Never know when they’ll turn on you.”

She said this without a trace of irony, despite the entire town knowing she was some flavor of inhuman herself. I eyed her suspiciously.

“Some creatures are benevolent,” I said.

“Are you certain?” She shoved the cookies toward me. “Because if you’re wrong, the consequences could be deadly. You’re starting to trust the Man with the Skull Cup, aren’t you?”

“Well, yeah. Him and the Lady with Extra Eyes seem to be on my side.”

The Old Sheriff cleared his throat awkwardly.

“Kate,” he said. “You might not remember this because you were young, but you had a cousin who worked on the campground. His name was Nathan. The Man with the Skull Cup killed him.”

“—What?”

I had no idea how to feel about that. I didn’t remember Nathan. This is cold, but it wasn’t like I was finding out about the death of someone I cared about. But… the Man with the Skull Cup had killed family? That alone was enough to throw me into turmoil. The Old Sheriff kept talking, quickly, like he was ripping off a Band-Aid. Nathan was actually a second cousin that lived close to the campground, he said.

I have a lot of relatives in the area like that. We’re a big family. Roads named after us and all that. Not everyone with relation to the main branch works on the campground, and they certainly don’t all live in town.

Everyone is real close. Even the more remote parts of the family tree consider themselves part of the family, and the ties are tight between everyone.

Except for the main branch. My family. Everyone else keeps their distance from us.

I think it’s the Beast. The camp owners are cursed, fated to die in the teeth of a monster that has hunted us for generations. We believe that curse has spread to the entire family, in how those that choose the campground also die on the campground. Some of the far-removed branches of the family despise us for that. They would excise us from the tree if they could, and cast off the curse that way. The rest of the family respectfully cooperate, but none want to get too close.

You’d think with this situation I wouldn’t have any family except the main branch working here, but somehow, the old land keeps calling them back.

Nathan was one of those. He’d just finished high school and had wanted to go to college, but he hadn’t gotten the scholarships or financial aid he was hoping for and wasn’t certain he wanted to go that far into debt to get a degree. So the family suggested he work at the campground for a summer and think it over.

He was also a backup plan, in case I didn’t want to inherit the campground when I grew up.

Or I didn’t survive to adulthood.

The extended family is actively invested in preserving the campground and the main branch. Yes, we’re cursed, they reason, but the curse can be managed. As long as the house is occupied and the land is owned, the rest of the family is relatively safe and the creatures that live here are contained. At that time, Tyler hadn’t been born yet, and the extended family thought it might be wise to have multiple heirs lined up. So Nathan came to the campground and began learning how to run it from my mom and dad.

“You might find mention of him in the journal,” the Old Sheriff suggested. “Did you see his name anywhere?”

“Yeah, I did see it, because Mom complained about him a lot. I figured he’d gotten fired—but he died?”

“Your mom wasn’t the only one uncertain if your cousin was fit to someday take over as camp manager,” Sorcha said. “You know how these things go. There is a trial for everyone who would someday own the land.”

I did know this. My mother bargained with the devil. I killed my childhood friend. And according to the Old Sheriff, my cousin was poisoned by the Man with the Skull Cup.

Nathan didn’t tell anyone for a few days. My parents found out something was wrong when he vomited in the break room, the liquid the color of tar and the consistency of coffee grounds. The hospital said it was because his stomach lining was sloughing off. They weren’t sure why. And when the doctors left, my cousin admitted that the Man with the Skull Cup had given him something to drink.

It wasn’t like he’d been told, though. He knew of the Man with the Skull Cup and that if offered a drink, he should accept it, but it hadn’t happened like that. The Man with the Skull Cup had approached him while he was out by the vehicle barn, and he’d had a strange feeling that the man was seeking him out. He held his cup by one hand over the top, covering the opening, and then with the other hand, he’d taken out his knife. Then he stabbed it straight through his own hand and left the blade there, letting his blood run down it and into the cup.

“You know who I am,” the Man with the Skull Cup said after a moment.

Nathan said that he did.

“Good. Then you know what to do.”

He ripped the knife free and handed my cousin the cup. It was filled to the brim with blood. My cousin tentatively took a sip and started to lower the cup, to hand it back, but the Man with the Skull Cup only put out a hand and stopped him, two fingers on the cup’s base to keep it tilted toward my cousin’s lips. And my cousin, fearing to do otherwise, drank all of it. Only when it was empty did the Man with the Skull Cup take it back and walk away. He said nothing else.

My cousin did as he was supposed to. He didn’t eat or drink anything for the next twenty-four hours. He felt ill the next day, but assumed it was because of the involuntary fasting. He was nauseous and his body ached. Then the next morning, he woke to find his pillow stained with blood that had leaked from his nose and mouth while he slept. And by that afternoon, he was vomiting up pieces of his stomach.

The doctor at the hospital didn’t want to discharge him. Dad argued him into it, explaining that a campground entity was involved and this wasn’t going to be solved with traditional medicine. My parents had to find something else, and my cousin had to be involved in finding the answer. Mom took him to the Lady with Extra Eyes.

The lady fixed some tea, and after they’d finished their first cup together, she told my mom to wait outside. After a little bit the Lady with Extra Eyes came out to where she was waiting.

“Nathan knows what he has to do,” she’d said. “You can’t help him. You understand this, right? Sometimes we have to save ourselves.”

Mom wrote that in her journal. I’d seen it before, lingering on that page, engraving the words in my mind. Sometimes we have to save ourselves.

“Nathan didn’t want to believe the Lady with Extra Eyes,” the Old Sheriff said. “Your parents even brought me over to help convince him to go through with it. I guess he just couldn’t bring himself to trust in the things that seemed irrational. Your mom finally got tired of it, and the two of us dragged him out to the lake and didn’t give him a choice.”

I wanted to laugh. That did sound like my mom. She was terrifying when she was determined to see something through. At the lake, they borrowed the neighbor’s boat, making a long spiraling loop toward the center.

“Stop here,” my cousin said abruptly.

The Old Sheriff killed the engine and brought it back around until its momentum was spent, and they sat stationary, bobbing in the water.

“I’m just guessing,” he said. “I don’t actually know if this is the spot. I don’t know how on earth I’m going to recognize a stone at the bottom of the lake as the right one. How is a stone supposed to be an antidote, anyway?”

“The inhuman world has its own rules and logic,” Mom replied. “It doesn’t have to make sense to us for it to work. Just keep going. The wrong decision is the one you don’t make.”

Nathan was pale and shaking by this point, not from fear, but from pain. His stomach wasn’t the only thing that was being eaten away. The Old Sheriff could see bruises forming on his elbows and neck, his fingers were puffy with fluid, and his lips were stained with blood every time he spoke.

Nathan stripped off his shirt, and wearing only his shorts, he dove into the lake. They waited, sitting there on the motionless boat, fearing the worst. That he wouldn’t surface. That whatever he’d found down there had killed him. Then Nathan broke the surface, gasping loudly.

“Do you have it?” mom asked urgently.

A stone from the lakebed. That was to be his cure.

My cousin shook his head.

“There were so many,” he said, bewildered. “I don’t know which one was the right stone!”

The Old Sheriff yelled at him to dive again, to just pick one. So down Nathan went for another try. But Mom was already settling back in the boat with a hopeless look on her face.

“He’s failed,” she said wearily. “One chance. One attempt only. This is how these things go. He’s as good as dead now.”

She stared at the spreading ripples on the surface of the water.

“Maybe you should be the one to tell the family,” she said to the Old Sheriff. “I’m not very good at it.”

When Nathan surfaced next, he said that the bottom was too muddy and he couldn’t even see the stones anymore. Mom said nothing to him. There was no advice left to give. But the Old Sheriff told him to try one more time—rule of three, perhaps?—and when Nathan surfaced that time, he dejectedly crawled back into the boat, gasping for breath, saying he couldn’t even reach the bottom anymore.

It was a quiet ride back to the dock.

“I’m going to die, aren’t I?” Nathan finally asked as the Old Sheriff tied the boat back to the dock.

No one had the heart to answer him. My mom said they’d go back to the Lady with Extra Eyes. See if there was another solution.

“But there wasn’t, was there?” I asked, when I had finished my cookie. “He didn’t find the antidote.”

“No,” Sorcha said. “He didn’t.”





With Friends like These

A few days later, the Harvesters did something strange. They showed up at one of the campsites. A family was there, staying at the edge of the woods. I’d never had them show up at a campsite before. Normally they cornered people walking alone in the woods. However, this time they walked right up to the campers and requested that one of them contact the camp manager. Me. So the teenage son called the emergency line because he’d kept the rules pamphlet on him, intending to show it to his friends when he got home. He was quite calm as he told me that the people with no faces were at his campsite and wanted to talk to me.

I brought the knife they’d gifted me. The Old Sheriff had suggested I wrap it in a dishcloth and carry it that way for now. It kept me from having to touch it.

Aside from the presence of the Harvesters, nothing was out of the ordinary when I pulled up on my vehicle. The teenage son was sitting at a picnic table, messing with his phone. The rest of the family were finding ways to occupy their attention, but I caught their covert glances as I approached the Harvesters.

“You couldn’t just come to the house?” I asked them.

“This was faster,” one replied. “There’s something in the woods you need to see.”

This was surprising. I couldn’t recall a time the Harvesters had ever made a request of someone that wasn’t a piece of flesh. Of course, there weren’t any records of a second encounter with them, either. I suppose I’m unusual in that I’ve already paid my price and keep running into them.

“I shouldn’t be going into the woods,” I said warily.

“The Lady in Chains. We’re aware. But there’s some changes to the house of the Lady with Extra Eyes that you should see.”

Of course I wasn’t going to say no to that.

I radioed to my staff that I was going into the woods after the Lady with Extra Eyes’s house. I had a lead. I didn’t expect a reply, but after a few minutes the radio crackled with Bryan’s voice. He suggested that if I were going to go in the woods, I should at least take the dogs with me. I acknowledged that it was dangerous to go without them, but I also had the Harvesters with me and hopefully they’d be willing to help deal with anything we found, since this was their idea.

“Kate,” Bryan finally said after an even longer silence, “Every time you add a detail this plan gets a little bit worse.”

“Look,” I sighed, “there’s no safe way to do this. Part of being the campground manager means doing the most dangerous work yourself so no one else has to. The rest of you—get out of the woods and stay out of the woods until I tell you otherwise. Call the Old Sheriff if I’m not back in an hour.”

I clipped the radio to my belt and nodded at the Harvesters. They were impatient. I could feel it. They moved ahead of me down the road, a tight knot of bobbing raincoat hoods.

We descended into the woods, following a winding road with a gentle decline. The pavement ended at the base of the hill, giving way to dirt and gravel, and after a bit more walking, we came to the path of bloodroot that led to the Lady with Extra Eyes’s empty house. I took the lead, the flowers rustling as the Harvesters followed in silence behind me.

“So what is it you want to show me?” I asked, eying the darkened windows of the cottage.

“Inspect the yard first. Then the interior. We will stand watch.”

“And if there’s something dangerous inside?”

“You brought your knife.” It nodded to the bundle I carried.

“Yes,” I replied through clenched teeth. “I did.”

And I stalked away before I said something offensive, up through the soft earth and to the edge of the yard. The flowers carpeting it were dead, leaves soggy with decay and the petals transparent. They carpeted the ground in a stinking morass. I picked my way carefully through the dead vegetation, up to the edge of the house. I peered into one of the dark windows. The glass was frosted, like on a winter day, but as I stared intently at the white that covered the interior I realized I was looking at a fine layer of cobweb. It obscured my view of the inside of the house. I could only see the shadow of the empty hearth and perhaps some furniture.

The Harvester had suggested looking at the yard first. I moved on, toward the back where the arm-tree stood. It had grown. Now it towered over the house, branches hanging low, the twigs scratching at the shingles.

But its size wasn’t what caused me to stare at it in dismay.

There was a split in the tree. It extended from the first branches to halfway down the trunk. My heart sank when I saw it, for it’s the sort of crack that happens in deadwood.

I went to it and placed a palm on the cool bark. I’m not sure what I was sadder about—the tree or the empty house I’d just looked at. I rested my forehead against the tree for a moment and let myself grieve.

My eye caught on something strange. There was movement inside the tree. I stepped back and got out my flashlight. Shone it on the crack.

I didn’t see the arm. Instead, there was a hollow cavity, the wood inside lined oddly. The rings ran vertical, in waves, and the pattern was familiar. Like muscle. There was something farther inside, nestled in a hollow at the center of the split. Tentatively, I reached inside, ignoring the primal instinct in the back of my head that screamed at me in mindless terror. My fingers touched something soft. Something pliable. Something warm.

I jerked my hand back. My fingers were wet with some kind of clear fluid. I shone my flashlight in, peering deeper, past the mound of what I could only assume was an organ. There, at the center of the tree, were thin ridges of something white.

A spinal column. And nestled against it, a beating heart. This was no longer an arm.

“Campground manager!” one of the Harvesters called to me, from beyond the edge of the yard.

I turned. Behind me, the ground was bulging in a lattice of thin lines, each the width of a finger. The mass of dead leaves and decaying petals surged, and the ground split open in a soft fountain of earth as a blanket of tree roots ripped themselves free. They wavered in the air like gossamer strands, weaving back and forth like a rattlesnake about to strike. I hesitated. The Harvester’s call hadn’t sounded like a warning… more like it was just trying to get me to turn around and pay attention.

The roots began to move. They congregated together, twisting and wrapping around one another to form thick strands. These curved, one by one, until they had formed letters, positioned there in the air in front of me. A message.

HELP US.

The roots collapsed. They unwound in midair, falling into loose ropes onto the ground, and sluggishly they clawed at the loose soil, trying to burrow their way back into the earth. Behind me, the dying tree shivered, and its branches shaking sounded like a long, exhausted sigh.

Help them? Help them with… what? Did it want to die? To live? And were there more trees like this? I glanced left and right at all the trees crowding around this small clearing. How many used to be people? I felt sick to my stomach.

“I don’t know what to do,” I told it, desperately. “Tell me how to help you.”

Nothing. The roots lay still and silent on the ground. I did try to rebury them a little bit. I did that much, at least. Rattled, I stood up and took a deep breath, trying to calm down with little success.

“Screw it. I’m going inside!” I called over to the Harvesters.

They didn’t respond. I went to the cabin door, and it swung open easily as I turned the handle.

The house was barren. Everything was covered in a fine layer of cobweb, much like sheets covering the furniture of a vacant house. It made me wonder if the spiders were out of control on the campground because the lady was no longer here.

All the tins of tea and all the dishes had been put away into the cupboards lining the walls. There were no herbs drying from the rafters, no cookies sitting out. The chairs were stacked along the wall. Only the table in the middle of the room remained untouched. On it sat the lady’s teapot.

I walked over and gently touched the porcelain side.

It burned. My heart skipped a beat—as if waiting for something—and then quickly started up again on a rhythm not my own. I snatched my finger back in shock and clutched at the fabric of my shirt. My fingertip prickled, like I’d touched a thorn. I dug my fingers into the skin over my heart, breathing hard. I felt cold, suddenly afraid of what I’d found, although I couldn’t fully understand why.

The house was quiet. I let out a shaky breath and let go of my shirt, convinced that my heart was my own again and beating the way it should. I turned my attention to the cupboards blanketed with a thin layer of spider silk. So far I hadn’t seen any actual spiders, so perhaps it would be safe to clear it away. Still, I hesitated. After my experience in the grocery store, a little reluctance on my part was understandable, right?

Something slammed into the roof. The whole house shook. I screamed, just once, and then snapped into fight or flight mode. From above me came a metallic rattle.

Chains sliding across the shingles.

“You assholes!” I shrieked. “You used me as bait!”

Karma really is a bitch.

The exit. I had to get out. The Lady in Chains on the roof moved toward the door too; the impact of her movements sounding like a hailstorm on the shingles. She was faster than I was. She’d reach the door—I could try the window—but she could block those before I’d get them open, even if I broke the glass with the knife’s hilt—

The knife.

I drew it. My stomach twisted as my fingers touched the bone hilt, and I remembered my great-aunt’s screams as the Harvesters took her apart.

Perhaps she had chosen her death, but I hadn’t been ready for her to die.

There’s an old hatred buried inside me. I wield it like a weapon. I hurt people with it. Perhaps it will one day destroy me. But at that moment, it was what I needed. It surged out of my palms, tainted from the touch of the knife, and set my blood to racing and an inferno to burning inside me—and with that loathsome knife gripped tight in both hands, I charged the door just as it was ripped clean off the hinges by the Lady in Chains.

My momentum carried me right into her. The knife hit the chains wrapped around her belly and I felt the links part like meat beneath the edge. They snapped and she recoiled with an enraged shriek, and the chains enveloping her body shifted, racing around and around to reposition themselves to protect her vulnerable abdomen.

I saw her face. Just for a moment, while the chains moved. I saw her eyes, the ones that the chains concealed, in her cheeks and forehead. Her multitude of eyes that I’d stared into over a cup of tea so many times and a few strands of her black hair.

Her chains that moved like the limbs of a spider. The eyes that covered her face.

The Lady in Chains and the Lady with Extra Eyes were one and the same.

I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I’d grown up around her—I’d played in her yard—I’d gone to her for help—I’d trusted her.

And she was trying to kill me.

Then one of the Harvesters came up from behind and slashed downward with its scalpel, catching another chain. It snapped in two and the chain writhed along the ground, snapping back and forth like a snake that’d just been decapitated.

They ignored me, intent on their quarry now that it was here. Two of them had seized the loose chains and held tight, preventing her from leaping back up into the tree canopy. The others approached, fanning out so that her remaining chains were distracted, snapping from one to another like a wolf trying to keep the hunters at bay. Then a Harvester darted forward, scalpel snapping out like a spear, and it went between the links and into her flesh.

Her scream was muffled by the chains covering her face, but it was there nonetheless.

They were going to kill her. The Harvesters were going to kill her.

Perchta had said I could save everyone. Before that moment, I thought the only way to keep people safe was to pick and choose who lived and who died, and sometimes that meant one person died to keep many people safe.

I could save lives if I let the Harvesters kill the Lady in Chains. She wouldn’t kill my campers anymore. She wouldn’t be trying to kill me.

Or.

Or I could save someone I loved.

I tackled one of the Harvesters holding on to the lady’s chains.

We hit the ground and I landed on top of it. It struggled beneath me, briefly, and then I took a knee to the gut and it threw me off and to the side. I hit and rolled and staggered to my feet, relieved to find that the Harvester’s back was to me. It wasn’t considering me as anything more than a momentary distraction.

The Lady in Chains, however, had broken free of the Harvesters. The other one holding her pinned was lying crumpled a short distance away. She rose into the air, her chains pulling her up between the tree trunks, and her gaze was fixed on me.

The Harvesters weren’t her target. I was.

And I knew how to get her away from them.

I turned and ran. Behind me, the trees shook as the chains lashed around them, pulling her forward after me.

“I thought we were friends!” I shrieked at her as I ran.

Just ahead was the four-wheeler. I threw myself on and started the engine. I’m very fast at this. I’ve practiced—literally. It’s a useful life skill to be able to effectively flee for your life.

I was able to gain a bit of ground initially. Then I hit the hill, and while the four-wheeler is well equipped to handle them, it’s still a slight loss of speed. Slight enough that right when I was reaching the edge of the woods, I fell within striking distance of her chains.

One slammed through the back of the four-wheeler, ripping the rear axle off.

I had enough presence of mind to throw myself off before the four-wheeler flipped from the impact. I hit, pain exploded through my shoulder, and I rolled a yard or two before coming to an agonizing stop on my back.

The Lady in Chains was poised at the edge of the woods, her chains lifted like claws, ready to stab downward to where I lay.

And that allowed the Harvesters to catch up. Two of them ran up behind her in unison, grabbing hold of a chain each and sawing through the thick links with their scalpels. The lady’s body teetered as the remaining chains were forced to take over as her legs, the ones that had been poised to impale me slamming into the ground instead to support her weight. The remaining Harvesters were reaching the edge of the woods, fanning out, and the Lady in Chains could no longer afford to ignore them.

I stumbled to my feet.

“Run!” I yelled at her. “Get out of here!”

For a moment no one and nothing moved, frozen in an uncertain stalemate with the Lady in Chains boxed in between all of us. She regarded them, weighing her odds, and then her face turned toward me. The chains slid away from her face for only a moment, her lips parted as if to speak, her throat worked in an attempt to force words out, but there was only silence. I stared into her many eyes, unblinking, opened wide with torment.

“Help us,” the tree had urged. Help us.

Then she decided, two of her chains reaching out for the tree canopy and pulling her up, back into the trees. The Harvesters converged, swiping at her as she fled, but she was too fast for them. The Lady in Chains—no—the Lady with Extra Eyes had escaped.

And so had I.

The Harvesters returned to the forest, and I returned to the house to make an appointment with my doctor to get my shoulder checked out. And after I hung up from that call, I stared at my mother’s journal, refusing to open it. Not wanting to read what was inside.

Did she know? She’d never fully trusted the Lady with Extra Eyes, and I’d always assumed that was because she didn’t really trust anything inhuman. But we’d visited the Lady with Extra Eyes just days after Grandpa’s death. They’d argued.

But I kept thinking of how those chains moved. Like they were alive. And how passively the lady hung in their grip as they moved from place to place, carrying her with them.

Her weeping.

The Lady in Chains is not in distress.

That’s what I’d written in my rules. I think I was wrong. The Lady in Chains is the Lady with Extra Eyes—and she is in distress.

This could be a way for me to save everything, to stop the bad year in its tracks. Saving an inhuman.







PART 4 Summer

Camping at Goat Valley is extremely busy at this time of year. Book well in advance and check our calendar of events for the summer. Consider taking up a new interest with these events, such as obstacle courses or medieval reenactment! For those attending, make sure to plan carefully for an extended stay without modern conveniences. Don’t become too comfortable while here, and stay alert and aware of any inhuman thing that might be targeting you.

[image: A campfire illustration with logs arranged in a teepee shape, encircled by stones, with bright flames rising from the center.]








Senior Camp Rule #8: Don’t Make Us Throw You Down the Hill

Despite the Lady in Chains being loose on the campground, there was nothing I could do to stop the medieval reenactment event in August. I’d rearranged campsites as much as I could to keep people out of the area where the Lady in Chains was holed up, which elicited a few angry phone calls, including one from an individual who wanted to know where he would hang his cheeses to affinage now that he had less space.

“To… what?” I asked.

“Affinage,” he snapped dryly. “Age.”

But keeping people out of her territory was all I could do. I couldn’t cancel. Everything had been scheduled, everything had been paid for, and to throw it all out now would bring both financial and reputational ruin to the campground. All I could do was prepare and plan and worry.

It wasn’t unusual for us to have inhuman creatures follow our campers to the campground during big events. This many people in close proximity to the woods was tempting fare, after all. I was never terribly concerned about this, as it was usually monsters that were well-established in folklore and humanity had documented ways to drive them off. I even reasoned that it was better they come to my campground, where we knew how to deal with them, than someplace else.

And the people who have been camping here for a long time have gained their own expertise over the years.

We have a senior camp, and not that they are old, they have just been here the longest. Each year, they camp in the same place. If I’m being honest, they’re not my favorite people in the world. They argue with me every year about the incline at the front of their camp, and this year was going to be no exception. Plus, their “spokesperson,” Erin, can be quite stubborn.

“It is not campable anymore,” Erin said, gesturing dramatically at the incline. “And in case you didn’t notice, the Thing in the Dark—you know the thing that just devours people every once in a while that we, your senior camp, basically monitor for you—grew this year, and we’ve lost two feet of land to it! It’s encroaching on us!”

“I’m not saying you have to put your tents on the incline,” I sighed. “Just use it for your common space. Set up your chairs here.”

“Oh yeah, that’ll work great, having chairs that lean already when half my campmates are drunk and it’s dark out.”

Our spirited debate was interrupted by a commotion near the back of camp. Erin’s face took on a stoic grimace and she refused to turn around. I, on the other hand, watched in fascination as six members of her camp marched past, carrying what was obviously someone’s belongings, and chucked them down the hill at the back of their campsite. There were the usual camping supplies—a cot, a sleeping bag—but because this was a medieval reenactment event, I also saw some garters, an assortment of belts, and a metal helmet go rolling down the hill.

“Don’t worry, he’ll clean that up later,” Erin said. “When he gets back and finds out he’s getting both dumped by his girlfriend and evicted from our camp.”

“It’s only the first day of SWORD!”

“Yeah, he decided to speedrun being an asshole. And we have our own set of rules around here.”


SENIOR CAMP RULE #8: Don’t make us throw you down the hill.


“You know,” I said thoughtfully, “if you’d be willing to table the land allotment discussion until next year, I’d be willing to call some of my staff around to clean up what is very clearly someone’s unwanted trash.”

“Deal,” Erin said.

So that resolved that. And all it took was being yelled at by a camper who was angry that his sleeping bag, clothing, and a rather expensive suit of armor had gone into a dumpster.

Unfortunately, the ugly breakup introduced an entirely different problem that couldn’t be solved so easily. Halfway through the event, Erin appeared at my office, asking for help.

“It’s Amy,” she said. “Do you remember her?”

“No. You’re lucky I remember your name.”

“Oh. Well, it’s the lady who broke up with her boyfriend on the first day of the event. She’s… not doing well, and I think it’s something… unnatural.”

Amy was barely able to stay awake during the day. She had started having nightmares the first night of the event, she said, and it felt like she was suffocating. She hadn’t suffered from sleep paralysis in the past, so while this was worrisome, she wrote it off as being the result of a nasty breakup.

“We were going to send her home early so she could contact her doctor, but… I don’t think she can drive herself home safely anymore. And… something happened last night.”

She’d gone to bed early, and once she was in her tent, the camp agreed to take turns periodically checking in on her through the night.

They didn’t know what was happening. They just felt that something was amiss. Some of the people in the nearby tents were having nightmares too, after all, of a dark presence that settled over them and made it feel like they were being crushed under the weight of their own blankets. They didn’t have the sort of knowledge my family does, but we have all heard stories, and the sense of being prey for something dark and terrible is etched into the human subconscious. None of them wanted to admit it out loud, but they felt the unease of being hunted.

“I got the two a.m. shift. And I was just sitting in our common area, mostly watching the stars, when I saw… a black chicken.”

I swiveled my chair around to face the bookcase. Erin continued talking while I searched.

The chicken stopped at the front of Amy’s tent and its body began to grow. Its torso swelled, its head inflated like a balloon, and the feathers rippled and melted together and became clothing. Its skin grew pale and smooth, and its comb deepened to crimson black and became hair. It was a man, dressed in plain clothing and wearing a single cowboy boot on one foot.

Its other foot was still that of a chicken. The claws gleamed in the moonlight.

“I hid behind my chair,” Erin said uncomfortably. “It felt like I couldn’t breathe—like I was paralyzed. I thought my heart would simply stop if it looked at me. So I just… hid. And it went inside her tent.”

“Did it do anything before going inside?” I asked, pulling a book off the shelf.

“Yeah. It took off its boot.”

“It’s a lidérc.”

To merely call it an incubus would be inaccurate, but that is a good starting place. It is drawn to those who have recently lost their spouse or lover, a devil taking on the form of the lost beloved. It sneaks into the victim’s room while they sleep, removes the one boot that it wears on its human foot and sets it by the door, and then it sits on the person’s chest and drinks their life away.

It does this until its victim is wasted away to death, and then it finds another.

“A chicken-footed incubus,” Erin said, staring at the page of the book I handed to her.

“The inhuman world has always been a little weird.”

“Will Amy be safe if she goes home?”

I grimaced. “No. Once these things are attached to someone, they don’t leave until the victim is dead.”

“So… how do we get rid of it?”

“Steal the boot. Another rule of dealing with monsters: if there’s an article of clothing present, assume it’s important in some way. I’ll come around this evening—”

“No, it’s okay.” She clutched the book to her chest. “We’ll take it from here. Thanks for the advice.”

And she walked out, still carrying my book. I never got it back.



That evening, I told my overnight staff to keep a close eye on the senior campsite. And I got my now-fixed-four-wheeler ready to go and slept on the sofa in my clothes, waiting for a call on the emergency line.

It never came. I didn’t find out until morning what had happened.

That night, when the lidérc came back, the senior camp was prepared. Carefully, Erin stole over to the tent. The tent flap had been only half zipped back up, leaving a slit barely wide enough for her to see the lidérc kneeling on the young woman’s chest. His hands were around her neck, and her skin was pale, and sweat beaded on her forehead as she tossed and turned weakly, struggling to breathe.

The sight of her friend’s suffering strengthened her resolve. She crept close, trembling with fear. It felt like she was pushing through a cold fog, one that repulsed her and crawled along her skin, making her nerves scream that she should run, she should flee, she should abandon her friend to her fate and save herself.

Then she stretched out one hand, carefully grabbed hold of the cowboy boot, and dragged it toward her.

She retreated as quickly as she dared and hurried over to the edge of the hill. The road was close by and to either side were trees, the underbrush rife with thickets and poison ivy.

“Hey asshole!” she yelled at the top of her lungs, waking up most of her nearby campmates. “I got your fucking boot!”

Then she yeeted the boot down the hill.

God I love that word.

The lidérc burst out of the tent and his eyes blazed like fire in the darkness. His hands were curled like claws, and he dug his chicken foot into the earth, scoring it deep. Then his gaze fixed first on the hill where his boot had been thrown.

Where, at the bottom, another one of her camp members had picked it up and was now sprinting off down the road with it in hand.

Meanwhile, Erin was also running away. Because the lidérc, unable to catch up to the boot relay race taking place at the base of the hill, had decided to go after her instead.

She turned and ran down the road, veering off at the bottom and into the woods, aiming for some thick trees that grew in a cluster. She dove behind them as the lidérc came stalking down the hill, walking with a limp as it dragged its human foot behind it. The gravel cracked under its claws as it clutched at the dirt and stones.

“Where are you?” it hissed. “Come out and help me find my boot. And then once it is found, I’ll tear your heart out and eat it.”

Its words were spoken in a low beguiling voice. The camper’s legs stirred before her mind could realize what was happening, stretching to rise, to bring her out of her hiding spot. Entranced by the lidérc’s request. She clasped her hands onto the tree she hid behind, digging her fingers into the rough bark, the muscles in her arms straining to hold the rest of her body still.

The lidérc paused. Only a few feet away then, his back half turned toward her. There was a soft sound, the inhalation of air. He was trying to catch her scent. Hunting her out. She remained where she was, heart pounding so loudly she felt he’d be able to hear it soon enough.

Then the sound of a vehicle’s engine hummed from the top of the hill. Headlights flooded the road, painfully bright in the darkness, and one of the camp staff golf carts turned down the nearby road.

The lidérc let out a soft cry of surprise—and anger—and its body collapsed in on itself in an instant. Gone was the human frame, gone was the clothing, and gone was the bare human foot. In its place stood a small black chicken that quickly trotted away through the underbrush, flapping its wings and squawking with dismay.

Erin flagged my employee down and reported what was going on. And although my staff searched for it, they weren’t able to find the lidérc. It’s awfully hard to see a black chicken in the dark.

As for the boot, it was off the campground before morning. One of their camp members worked for an airline that only transported cargo, and she’d volunteered to leave the event early to ensure the boot wound up on a plane destined for someplace halfway across the world. And now not only was the lidérc’s connection with its victim severed, but it also had to figure out a way to cross an ocean to get its boot back.

And I, listening to all of this in amazement, realized that perhaps I didn’t have to solve everything by myself this time. The Harvesters were recruiting to bolster their numbers in order to combat the Lady with Extra Eyes, who was currently the Lady in Chains (which isn’t confusing at all—I’m going to start naming creatures boring things like Bob and Susan).

But there was no reason I couldn’t recruit my own help.

I had to convince the Dancers to help me. This was a curse. Curses could be broken. They could help me get the Lady with Extra Eyes back. And I had the solution standing in front of me.

“I suppose I could mark that incline as uncampable land,” I said thoughtfully when Erin was done with her story. “If you’d help me with something.”

“We got rid of a lidérc—what more do you want?” she protested.

I ignored that.

“You’ve got a great cook who can put together a spread for a party,” I continued, “and you brew beer and have that four-tap cooler on-site.”

She stared at me suspiciously, not quite willing to agree to anything until she heard the catch.

“How do you feel about hosting a party for the Dancers?” I asked.





Dance Dance Revolution

The senior campers started setting up the very next morning. I told them to use the Dancers’ favorite clearing. They moved their community pavilion tent down there, along with the beer kegs, a pile of lumber for the bonfire, and a couple of coolers that had taps affixed to the sides. They’d fill it with ice, Erin said, and charge it with CO2 so that the beer went through a cooling unit before being dispensed.

The senior camp was only familiar with the Dancers through the rules and were concerned about the musicians in particular. It would be hard for them to serve beer if they had to avoid looking at a handful of the guests the entire time. Their suggestion to get around this was clever, and I felt like the Dancers would agree, since they were the guests, after all.

When I returned from the store, the lead Dancer was standing beside my driveway. I parked the car and got out, first fetching the bags out of the back seat.

“The senior camp is hosting a party tonight,” I told her. “You and your friends are invited.”

She didn’t reply right away. Instead, she pulled back the edge of one of the bags and peered inside.

“Needs glitter,” she said. “Lots of glitter.”

And she took the bags out of my hands and walked away with them. I had to assume that meant they’d accepted the invitation.

That evening, my staff hauled benches and a couple of grills down to the clearing while the senior campers worked on setting up a bar. They had another pavilion tent, smaller than their community shade cover, and they built a wooden bar underneath that. Like, a legit bar, with a countertop and shelves for mixers underneath. I didn’t recall seeing it in their camp before, and when I asked, they said they were borrowing it from another camp they knew.

Sometimes I feel like the medieval reenactors are way more organized than I am.

At dusk, the Dancers arrived. They filed in by twos, arrayed in a straight line that split in half and encircled the campfire. No one spoke. The senior campers stood silently at their positions by the grill and behind the bar, watching as the dancers ringed the unlit bonfire, all facing inward. The musicians came last, splitting off from the group to settle themselves on the benches my staff had put out for them.

They were all wearing masks. Every single one of them, dancers and musicians alike. Cheap plastic masks I’d bought at the craft store.

Masks that were covered in thick layers of glitter.

I’m still finding it in my clothing.

Everyone loves a good masquerade, right? Especially when it ensures that the inhuman things you’re not supposed to look at have their faces covered.

The lead Dancer raised her arms to the sky. The others spread their arms, touched fingertips together to form an enclosed circle. Then they snapped their hands up, clapping once in unison, and the bonfire was set alight by that one gesture, the flames spiraling up toward the darkening sky.

And the party began.

After the eerie lighting of the bonfire, it was actually a pretty normal party. The Dancers broke up, some staying by the fire, the majority making for the bar. The senior campers quickly began filling cups for their guests. I meandered through the crowd for a bit and none of them talked to me. I’m not even sure if they were acknowledging my existence, as the masks obscured their eyes in shadow. I finally sat on a bench not far from the musicians and waited. I didn’t know if the Dancers could get drunk, but my plan was to wait until late into the night to ask for help with the Lady in Chains. If they were enjoying the party, then surely, they’d be willing to help me.

Around midnight, I decided to go check in on the senior campers to make sure they had enough beer and food still. The men running the grill were doing well. As for the bar… three women were manning the bar. Only Erin was sober. She stood there with a forced smile on her face, steadily pouring a beer for the dancer at the counter, while her friends tugged and fussed with her bodice in an attempt to give her some visible cleavage. It wasn’t working out that well.

“But you need cleavage to store your tips in!” one was saying.

“I don’t think they’re going to tip,” Erin replied, handing off the beer.

I meandered closer to see if she needed rescuing from her friends. She met my inquisitive glance and gave me a resigned grin. Apparently, this was nothing new.

“Then you need it so they can do cleavage shots!” the drunker one continued.

I opened my mouth to say “Please don’t” when the lead Dancer materialized at my elbow. Her attention was entirely focused on the bartenders.

“Did someone say ‘cleavage shots’?” she asked.

That was my cue to leave.

My radio crackled before I got too far. A couple of campers had flagged down Bryan. They were concerned about why someone wearing a sheriff’s badge had led off one of their campmates and wanted to know who they had to contact to find out where he was. My gut twisted into knots.

“I thought the Old Sheriff had refused to take up his old job,” I said.

“Kate, I think if it was him, he would have called you before doing something like this.”

The New Sheriff. He’d briefly replaced the Old Sheriff, but he was kind of unlucky and managed to get himself cursed by an entity on the campground after, like, a few months on the job. I’d given him to the Dancers so that they could break the curse that would have otherwise killed him. He was one of them now.

I wasn’t sure if he was still human. But I was positive he still didn’t like me.

Oh yeah, and at one point, I had stabbed him in the neck.

I swore and said I’d handle it. My four-wheeler was parked just outside the clearing. I could go looking for him and find out what the hell was going on and get back with enough time to ask the dancers about how to help the Lady with Extra Eyes. I stalked toward the road, but before I got there, the lead Dancer put herself between me and my vehicle, like she’d materialized out of the darkness. She held a shot glass in either hand.

“Good luck,” she said, and handed me one of the shot glasses.

It was hella suspicious, but what could I do? When an inhuman entity offers you something, you take it. So I accepted the shot, which turned out to be vodka, downed it, and handed the glass back. Then I went to find the New Sheriff.

Eyesight isn’t very helpful after dark. The four-wheeler’s headlights only illuminate part of the forest, and everything beyond that is a black void, like the world simply falls off where the light ends. I drove slowly, listening to my surroundings instead. Listening for the sound of someone walking, or for voices… or for the clanking of chains.

I found the New Sheriff from the whimpering of his victim. They were ahead on the road, and I drove just far enough for the edge of the headlights to reveal them. The New Sheriff was standing over a man, and he raised a hand to shield his eyes from the lights. I got off and approached. The man on the ground was conscious, gibbering incoherently and weeping. His legs were both bent at unnatural angles, and I could see the white of bone protruding from the broken skin of his shins.

“Hey, Sheriff,” I said, to get his attention.

“Not the Sheriff anymore,” he said. “Not a Dancer, either.”

“So… what do I call you? Bob? Susan?”

“The Bull will suffice.”

Weird. I didn’t press for an explanation, though. “Fine, the Bull it is. But what are you doing?” I asked.

“What’s it look like I’m doing?” the Bull snapped in response.

“I thought you said you didn’t want to kill anyone.”

That was his fear. When I took him to the Dancers. He’d begged me not to.

“I guess I’ve changed my mind. Change is insidious like that. It silently steals away who you are.”

“So you’re one of them now.”

“Not quite,” he said. “I can’t do to people what they can. So I’m taking a page from your book, Kate. Does this look familiar?”

There was a can of gasoline sitting on the ground next to him. He picked it up and began to pour it over the man’s body. It soaked into his clothing, flattened his hair to his head, and pooled around him on the dry earth. The man’s sobbing grew louder.

“I can’t let you do this,” I said.

His gaze flickered up to meet mine and he gave me a smile that failed to touch his eyes.

“Do you really have the resolve to stop me?” he asked softly. “After what you did?”

“I couldn’t let you die. The Dancers saved you. They… they cure people.”

“They do,” he acknowledged, pulling a box of matches from his back pocket. “But some people don’t want to be cured.”

His gaze fell to the camper at his feet. The man lay there, weeping and pleading. He hadn’t done anything wrong, he begged.

Hospitality rules are a double-edged sword. The Dancers couldn’t harm me… but neither could I harm them. If I wanted to ask how to save the Lady with Extra Eyes, if I wanted to keep myself safe, if I wanted to keep the senior camp safe, I had to stand by and do nothing.

“Is he going to do something bad someday?” I asked softly.

“Who knows?” the Bull sighed. “We won’t get to find out.”

And he flicked the match onto the puddle of gasoline that the man lay in. I hastily walked away. After a little bit, I heard footsteps behind me. The Bull was following me down the road.

“Do you remember that time you tried to kill me?” he asked.

I paused. I didn’t turn around, not right away. This wasn’t a good sign, I thought. So I reminded him that I was his host, that I hadn’t done anything to offend the Dancers, and that there were rules around these situations.

“You wanted their help to save the Lady with Extra Eyes,” he said. “That’s what I’m here to do. I’m helping.”

Only then did I turn. And when I did, I found myself facing something that was no longer the person I knew.

Instead, I faced a massive dun bull. Its horns were twisted around and around, spiraling in on themselves, until the tips pointed inward at its skull. Grass grew along its spine. And its face… was human. It was as if the front half of the bull’s skull was sheared away and in its place was the face of the person who had once been the New Sheriff. The Bull’s expression was set in a leering grin and he took a step toward me.

“Don’t look so shocked,” he said. “I told you I am neither human nor Dancer. I’m becoming something new.”

“And you’re… okay with this?” I asked desperately, hurriedly backing away.

“I don’t have a choice, do I?”

And he charged. I threw myself to the side, knowing it was futile to outrun a bull, and he went past me and I heard the crash and rending of metal as he destroyed my four-wheeler with his twisted horns. So much for that option.

“Oh c’mon!” I shrieked. “I’m running out of four-wheelers!”

I didn’t look back. I was already running as hard as I could. But where could I go? The Bull would catch up and I could dodge, but eventually I was going to time it wrong and that would be the end of it. A human body just isn’t meant to hold up against the impact of a several-thousand-pound animal.

“Sure, I tried to kill you!” I called back over my shoulder. “But I also saved you. Doesn’t that make us even?”

“You should know better, Kate. None of this is ever fair.”

I’ve read many stories. The virtuous and good prosper while the wicked and evil are punished. We think this is right and how the world should be. We read the stories and see the hero and think, ah, yes, that is me; I’m the one who will be rewarded. But none of us are that virtuous. None of us are actually that good.

And when you’re judged against such an impossible standard, there is no fairness to be found.

I heard him charging again, the snap of branches and the shattering of bark as he careened between trees. I sidestepped, putting a particularly stout oak between us, and he glanced off the side and kept going on past me. I veered sharply, changing direction, delaying him as he was forced to turn around in these tight confines. Maybe I could keep this up until I found something to flee to.

Another charge, this time to the other side of me. I saw him hit a tree and heard it groan as it was partially uprooted. I veered again, forcing him to stop and reorient himself for another charge.

How was he missing me?

Was he… herding me?

I failed to dodge the next charge. I almost made it. But he swung his neck to the side as he passed by, and those twisted horns slammed into my side, then he lifted and threw. I instinctively curled up on myself as soon as I felt my stomach drop with the sensation of weightlessness, and my whole body tensed for the impact. I hit the ground and rolled. It was like my brain was filled with static. I couldn’t clear my thoughts and I couldn’t focus on where I was. I saw the dirt beneath me, but nothing else.

One thing at a time. One thing. Get up. I had to get up. I got one foot beneath me, the other, and then shoved up and forward.

Something wrapped around my ankle, and with a sickening lurch, my balance shifted away from me, and I fell, landing hard on my forearms. I felt spindly roots beneath me like rope, and then they were moving, surging out of the ground, like a writhing mass of worms. The soil churned. I felt like I was a raft cast into a flooded river. I flailed, trying to find something solid to grab hold of, but there was only the loose earth beneath me and the thin ropes of roots.

Movement made me look up. The Bull stood a few yards away. He stamped one hoof and lowered his head, his human eyes narrowing as he prepared himself to charge.

I looked back, behind me. There was a massive shadow off to one side—a house, hunkering in the dark. And directly behind me was a tree. The tree that used to be a person. The tree in the Lady with Extra Eyes’s yard.

Its trunk split open, the thin seam cracking as it peeled back, opening up the heart of the tree. The roots curled around my body, dragging me backward, and I realized I had a choice. I could continue to struggle and the Bull would get another chance, and this time, I was prone on the ground, and all he had to do was crack my skull under his hooves.

Or I could run toward the beckoning tree.

Better an uncertain fate than certain death.

I twisted, turning myself around, and the roots beneath me converged around my feet, giving me a few seconds of stable footing. I pushed off them, the ground rose up beneath me, and I was half thrown forward toward the waiting tree. My hands gripped the broken edges of its trunk and I pulled myself inside. I felt warmth around me and heard the faint whisper of breathing, and then the ground beneath me vanished and I was falling through darkness.

I landed on packed earth. Something dug into my hip, like a knuckle, and I gingerly sat up. A thin rod, like a branch, rolled beneath me, and for a moment, I wasn’t certain what it was, not until I shifted my full weight to one foot and heard a crack. Bone. I’d landed on bone.

Breathless, I stretched out my fingers, brushing along the ground until I reached a smooth, round nodule. Humerus. I traced the line of the clavicle and found the rib cage. Then… where I should have touched the sternum… my hand found fabric instead.

I felt around the edges. A shirt, folded neatly and lying on the rib cage. Beneath it was a skirt and on top of the entire pile were shoes. They felt like they were still in good repair, despite being buried underground. I gathered them up and clutched them tight to my chest. It was like I’d told Erin from the senior camp. If there’s an article of clothing present, assume it’s important in some way. And these certainly felt important.

Then, afraid of what I’d find, I reached for the skull.

It was pitted with a dozen or more eye sockets.

My fingers curled around the skull. The words in my mother’s journal were tumbling into place. Holding the clothing and the skull under one arm, I pushed at the root ceiling of the chamber I was in, searching for the exit. I cleared a path with one hand, wielding my knife when I had to, not caring about the damage I was doing to the tree’s roots. Anger churned in my chest, the skull tucked under one arm felt like a hot coal, and all I could think of was what my mother had done when I was a child.

I was alone when I emerged, coughing and covered in dirt. That was fine with me. I had a phone call to make. I didn’t care if it was close to midnight and I risked waking up Colleen. I had to talk to Tyler.

“This had better be an emergency,” he said when he answered, exhaustion evident in his voice.

“Did you know?” I demanded. “You’ve always been closer to Dad than I was. Did he tell you?”

“Kate, I have a newborn and am chronically sleep-deprived right now. I need you to be more specific.”

“I found a skull. It has way too many eye sockets. Remind you of anyone?”

There was a long silence. I began walking back toward the road while Tyler figured out what he wanted to say.

“I… had a strong suspicion that Mom did something to the Lady with Extra Eyes,” Tyler finally said. “She always seemed uncomfortable—and maybe a little angry—when you went off into the woods to visit her.”

“She killed her. Mom realized the Lady with Extra Eyes was also the Lady in Chains, and after Grandpa died, Mom decided to kill her. Mom took me to see her, they argued, and then… Mom went back.”

And killed her. But because this is old land and the creatures here are as bound to the land as my family is, she returned.

“Is there anything else in the journal that I missed?” I demanded.

“Yeah, there probably is.” He didn’t sound happy to tell me this. “There’s some entries three years after Grandpa’s death you might want to read.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“Kate… are you okay?”

“No, I’m not.”

I hung up. I wanted to go to the graveyard, to where my parents were buried, and scream at my mother decaying in the ground. Demand to know why she’d killed the Lady with Extra Eyes’s predecessor, if she’d even tried to save her like I was trying. I wanted to curse my mother and all her secrets, and at that moment, I hated myself for feeling that way.



The Dancers’ party was still going strong when I walked back into the clearing. The bartenders were somehow still on their feet, though it looked like they were all wearing quite a bit of their beer. The Bull sat on a bench near the entrance and he waved at me, grinning broadly, a drink in his other hand.

“Get what you need?” he asked.

The clothing. I clutched it close to my chest and glared at him.

“Could you not have tried to kill me in the process?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“Now we’re even. Glad I could help.”

Then he downed the rest of his beer and went to get a refill.

I stayed for the rest of the night. It was like most parties I’ve attended—I wandered around awkwardly, not really talking to people. Finally, a few hours before dawn, the musicians finished one last song, and without a word, the Dancers all fell into line again, two by two, and filed out. No one said anything. They just… decided the party was over and left. And the senior campers, exhausted, converged around the grill to polish off the last of the food. I joined them.

I found myself talking to Erin. She was eating a hotdog as fast as she humanly could. A burger was clutched in her other hand.

“It is five in the morning, I’m a little drunk, and food has never tasted this good,” she said to me through a full mouthful. “And look! I got tips.”

She swallowed the hotdog and freed up both hands by shoving the burger into her mouth and holding it in place with her teeth. Then she picked up a jar from the ground and held it up for me to see. It was filled with the bones of small animals. There were skulls, rib cages, femurs, and spinal columns.

“Tips,” she said, staring me dead in the eyes. “They stuffed animal bones down my cleavage.”

I’m translating, of course. No one talks that coherently with a hamburger in their face.

She also said something about using them in an art project, I think? I’m not sure. I just told her that sounded lovely and radioed Bryan to bring the dogs around and make sure they all got back to their camp safely.

And also that I’d be taking his four-wheeler so I didn’t have to walk all the way back to my house.

At least I had the means to free the Lady with Extra Eyes. I could save her instead of killing her like my mother did. The clothing was the key to it all. Now came the hard part.

Putting it on her.





Ways to Break a Curse

I didn’t like what I found in the journal. I started reading it as soon as I got back to my house because I was too angry to sleep anyway. I located the entries Tyler had suggested I look at. They were mostly about Tyler and me growing up, so I’d never paid close attention to them before. However, now that I knew what to look for, I found something.

“Kate met the Lady with Extra Eyes again,” the entry read. “Maybe it’ll go better this time. It has to. I can’t find the gray world to get another torch and she’s not going to let me find her cabin if she knows what I’m there to do. I guess we’re stuck with her for now.”

The only thing worse than finding out your mother killed someone you loved is finding out that she wanted to kill them a second time. I screamed and threw the book at the wall, which crushed one of the pages, and then I felt bad for that because this was the most important connection I had to my dead mother.

I didn’t have to be like my mom, though. I could choose differently. The Dancers were the campground experts in curing people and breaking curses, and they’d led me to a solution that wouldn’t involve anyone dying.

There are lots of ways to break curses. They vary by culture. Charms, herbs, rituals… even dancing. One of these methods involves clothing—specifically, putting it on someone. There are stories in folklore in which a curse is broken by throwing one or more articles of clothing over the afflicted person, usually while the cursed victim is actively trying to kill their rescuer.

I did not find it a coincidence that I found three pieces of clothing in that grave. I knew I had to do something similar—break the curse in pieces. Put the clothing on her one night at a time.

Unfortunately, these stories just said that the clothing was “thrown over” the cursed person, so I figured I was going to have to yeet a skirt at her head and hope for the best.

I didn’t plan to do this by myself, however. The lady needed to be distracted so that I could get close. Fortunately, I had allies. And while I no longer knew how to feel about the Man with the Skull Cup, if he was going to side with me, then I was going to use his expertise.

Since bourbon had worked last time, I tried gin.

It wasn’t the Man with the Skull Cup that showed up, though.

I stared at Sorcha in bewilderment as she came strolling up the front walk. She was dressed like the SWORD participants, in a shirt with gigantic puffy sleeves, puffy hot pants, and hose that went up above the knee. She deposited herself onto the chair opposite me. She picked up the extra cup of gin and tonic and helped herself to a deep drink.

“What?” she demanded once she set it back down. “Didn’t you know that I’m a gin drinker?”

“No. No, I did not know that.” I hesitated. “Why… are you dressed up?”

“Because it’s fun to mingle with them. You should try it sometime. The creatures on your campground certainly do. I saw your boyfriend—sorry, the Man with the Skull Cup—over by the tournament field poisoning all the best fighters for one of their kingdoms.”

Great. I was going to have an angry king and queen in my office after they lost the tournament for a fifth year in a row, I just knew it.

“Anyway,” Sorcha continued, “I saw you sitting here and you looked like you need someone to bounce ideas off of. Am I wrong?”

“You’re not.”

Well, I liked Sorcha, so I wasn’t going to question it too hard. I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised to see her visiting my campground. It is old land, after all, and Sorcha isn’t entirely human. This place likely called to her as it called to everything else.

“I think I can turn the Lady in Chains back into the Lady with Extra Eyes,” I said. “I’ve got her clothing.”

“A common tool for undoing a monstrous transformation,” Sorcha confirmed. “But how do you intend to get it on her?”

My plan was to use my staff along with some of the usual volunteers from town for the first day of breaking the curse. The first night is always the easiest in these stories. It would hopefully mitigate casualties or injuries.

The second day, I’d use the Harvesters. They seemed willing to make bargains, and if I could demonstrate that we were already on our way to breaking the curse, then perhaps they’d be willing to give my plan an attempt. Their insistence that I carry that damn knife made me wonder if they were waiting for me to prove myself. This would be my moment to do so. And the third day…

“I have to go by myself, don’t I?” I asked.

“You do.”

I let out a deep breath. I was only human, and I was up against an inhuman killing machine with enchanted chains and a host of spiders at her bidding. Fortunately, in the stories, there was always some kind of item that the heroine could use to protect herself. And if Sorcha was the type of inhuman I suspected she was…

“So how do I keep myself alive?” I asked.

“You’ve already found what you need,” she replied.

“The bones?” I sighed.

“The bones.”

I’d had a feeling. Bones were a popular choice in the fairy tales.

“I’ll get the shovel,” I said.



That’s how we wound up back in the yard of the lady’s house with me digging up a grave. Using the body of her predecessor is a little macabre, but hey, I’ve read of weirder ways to avoid detection by supernatural entities. The tree didn’t interfere, but it didn’t make the job any easier, either, trying to get past those roots without breaking them. Sorcha didn’t help. She was “keeping watch,” she said, which I guess she was, but I would have felt more charitable toward her if she hadn’t refused to ride on a four-wheeler and made us walk all the way out to the deep woods. She didn’t want to spill her refilled gin and tonic, she said.

I was able to make light conversation while I worked, at least. It was rare that I got to talk to Sorcha one-on-one like that.

“I was expecting the Man with the Skull Cup to show up,” I said. “I know you warned me about him—and I swear I’m taking that seriously—but he also picked my side.”

“That’s fine. Just don’t forget that that relationship is transactional, and he can and will kill you if he doesn’t get what he wants.”

She said it so casually.

“And if you’re okay with that,” she continued, “I think he’ll make a fantastic spouse.”

“What?!”

“Oh look, there’s the bones! Don’t break them now.”

Anyway. I sewed the bones to my personal charm vest. Technically I probably could get away with just chucking them in a bag and carrying that around with me, but I wasn’t about to let this whole plan go horribly awry because I dropped the bag at a crucial moment or some bullshit. My vest ended up looking like I was a necromancer with a hoarding problem.

Now I had supernatural protection and supernatural approval of my plan. All it took was one desecrated grave and half a bottle of gin.



The volunteers from the town showed up early on the first day. I didn’t think night or day would matter much, so I picked daylight hours. SWORD was holding a royal procession up in the fields, and the entirety of the reenactors would be there. Between that and old land’s tendency to isolate the inhuman from the rest of the world when it didn’t want to be found, we would be able to operate in secrecy. The Old Sheriff was among the volunteers and he had his trusty rifle with him. In fact, most of the volunteers had a gun of some kind. Ah, the benefits of good ol’ ’murican country life.

My staff handed out charm vests while I went over the plan and answered questions. No, we weren’t sure if the charm vests would work, but they were better than nothing. Yes, you could shoot at her, but it wouldn’t do much other than slow her down so be ready to retreat. No, dipping the bullets in holy water wasn’t going to help, she wasn’t a demon. Could we please stop focusing on guns and start paying attention to the equipment being handed out?

Partly my fault for not properly setting expectations, but I’m sure if I’d pitched this as a stroll through the woods while wearing penis charms, I wouldn’t have gotten as many volunteers.

My brother, Tyler, was there as well. His arrival surprised me. He said that he didn’t feel right letting me take on all the risk of protecting our family’s land and that joining as a volunteer was the least he could do. It’d caused a fight with his wife, but he reminded her that they’d talked about this before they even got married, that she’d agreed that he couldn’t just walk away from the family entirely.

I don’t think she’s a bad person. I think she’s just scared.

I finished dividing the volunteers up into teams, each led by a staff member, and we headed out to confront the Lady in Chains.

We had Bryan’s dogs with us, of course. Bryan kept a bit apart from everyone. He’s not one for crowds.

She was up in the trees when we arrived at the Harvesters’ contested territory. We couldn’t even see the chains; we only heard them as they rocked in the faint breeze. If I were going to get close enough to throw the clothing at her, we needed her angry enough to descend. I waited for everyone to get into position and then gave the signal.

My volunteers began shooting up into the trees. It was hard to be certain, on account of all the gunfire, but I thought I heard an enraged shriek. The trees began to shake, as if caught in a gale, and chains dropped down from the canopy, wrapping around branches and tree trunks.

The lady was coming.

Bryan gave the next signal. The gunfire momentarily ceased and a couple of his dogs bounded forward, leaping into the air and seizing the chains with their teeth. They let their weight carry them back down to the ground and then they ran backward, dragging the chains with them, slamming the lady onto the forest floor. She landed hunched over, her body bent forward inside her cocoon of chains. The dogs dug in, their paws splayed, teeth bared as their jaws remained locked on the chains they held taut. The lady, however, was not entirely done.

Several of the chains that were wrapped around her body unraveled. They hovered in the air for a moment, like dandelion fluff drifting in the wind, and then she lashed out at her attackers. The chains shot through the air, slamming into the ground and puncturing trees, but none landed in my direction. I remained unseen off to the side. The bones were working. All of this was working. My staff and additional volunteers were slowly falling back, row by row, drawing the Lady in Chains after them. I heard a scream of pain as a chain struck one of the volunteers, followed quickly by the barking and snapping of the dogs as they converged and covered and protected the wounded man from further injury with their own bodies.

Then the Old Sheriff landed a bullet in one of her eyes. She screamed, more in rage than pain, and her chain-shrouded body thrashed wildly. One of the dogs was pulled clear off its feet, only to land a second later and hastily dig in once more, straining to hold firm. And her loose chains wrapped together, forming one thick cord, which lanced downward like a club at where the Old Sheriff stood.

I didn’t look to see if she hit him. There wasn’t time. This was my moment, when her chains were fully focused and I had a clear approach. I ran toward the Lady in Chains. And when I was only a few feet away… I threw the blouse at her head.

It wafted through the air as gently as a leaf, turning and twisting and orienting itself, and then it drifted neatly over her head. Her chains unwound, spinning out and away, and she raised her arms as the sleeves flowed neatly over her wrists. Then the fabric settled around her and she stood there, arms spread, her expression frozen in confused disbelief, all the eyes covering her brow, her cheeks, and her ears wide and staring off into the distance.

Then the chains wrenched themselves free from the ground where they’d impacted, and they split apart, reached toward the trees, and hoisted her up and away. The dogs released the chains they held, and within seconds, she was gone and the trees grew still.

I turned and ran toward the Old Sheriff, as did many of the volunteers. His face was twisted in pain and his right leg was stretched out behind him, lying broken in the imprint of where the lady’s chains had fallen.

There were only two injuries and no fatalities. The injured volunteer had a shattered collarbone that took surgery to repair, but he was expected to recover. And the Old Sheriff… well. He lost that leg. It was crushed beyond saving. I spoke to him over the phone and he didn’t seem upset. It is what it is, he said. These things happen. Like he was trying to console me even though he was the one who lost a leg.



Now that the ritual had begun, I had no choice but to press on. The second day was the same overall strategy. SWORD had decided to redo the tournament, since half the participants had been laid up puking for twenty-four hours, so once again, the deep forest would be almost empty. I’d already secured the Harvesters’ aid a few days prior, and they knew to show up at my house early that morning. And believe me, they showed up early. The Little Girl’s cries of despair had hardly died away and the sun was barely over the horizon when they arrived. They surrounded my house in a ring so that no matter which window I looked through, I could see at least one of them, staring in at me. It made for a very uncomfortable breakfast, knowing they were out there, watching the house with those blank faces, but I wasn’t about to take on an inhuman entity on an empty stomach.

“Will you honor our agreement?” I asked when I was done and went outside to meet them.

“We will,” one of them replied. “But should you fail, we will dispatch her ourselves, and you will help us.”

“I’m carrying my knife,” I growled.

That didn’t seem to make a difference to them. The Harvester that walked behind me while carrying an extra raincoat in its hands was a real subtle hint too. Knife or no knife, my continued existence as a human hinged on how successful I was in furthering their goals.

While we walked, I did get an opportunity to ask them what their beef with the lady was. It was exactly as I perceived it, one of them replied. She was taking over their territory and had captured one of them to be her next meal. I was present for the rest of the story.

On the one hand, I’m a little relieved this is all something simple for once. On the other hand, it’s honestly a bit terrifying to see how far the Harvesters will take a grudge.

We went to the location where my staff had last seen the Lady in Chains. This time, we didn’t need to enrage her to prompt an attack. The mere presence of the Harvesters was enough to do that. Apparently, the grudge was mutual. She descended in one swift dive, her arms outspread, her multitude of eyes wide and intent on her prey. At the last moment, her chains arrested her fall and she hovered there, mere inches from the ground, and began her attack.

The Harvesters were spread out, forcing the lady to divide her attention—and her chains. Some Harvesters were forced to contend with two at a time, and those had to focus solely on dodging as the chains whipped back and forth, seeking out their prey. The ones that had only one chain to combat, however, were able to put their plan in motion. I crouched nearby, watching, as one of the Harvesters seized a chain as it slammed into the ground next to it, and plunged its scalpel into the dirt, through one of the links. The lady wrenched at the chain, but that tiny blade held it fast. Then another Harvester repeated the process. Slowly, chain by chain, they pinned the lady down.

Her movements were growing more frenzied, more frantic. One of the chains smashed through a Harvester’s face, the impact throwing it back a few yards, and it hit the ground and lay there unmoving. I didn’t think they’d be able to pin any more down. She’d grown wise to their strategy and was moving her remaining chains too quickly for them to grab hold of. I braced myself, watching the pattern of the chains and looking for an opening. The skirt was clutched tight in my hand.

There.

I ran out, toward the lady, who continued to be unaware of my presence. The chains slashed at the Harvesters, but I was in a clear spot and the chains did not come near me. Then, mere feet away, she unwound two more chains from her body. They spun outward, like a hurricane’s edge, and one of them slammed into my chest.

I was lifted from the ground and thrown bodily through the air. I landed on something yielding, but on my back, and all the wind was knocked out of my lungs. I rolled to my side, gasping for air, and my chest reflexively seized tight. Then I took one wrenching breath, and a spasm wracked my body as I began to cough. The hand I raised to my lips came away dotted with bright spots of blood.

The Harvester I’d been thrown into was also picking itself up. It raised its hood and then paused, considering.

It grabbed my knife.

Pulled it out of the sheath and then rose, turned toward the lady, and ran. A chain raked sideways at it and it ducked, dodging a blow that would have taken out everything above the breastbone. It didn’t stop, the hem of its raincoat flapping as it ran, and then it was up close and I realized what it was trying to do.

It was going to kill her.

I was on my feet. I dove in after it, recklessly ignoring the chains, focused entirely on eating up the distance between us. For a moment it paused, skidding on the soft soil, attempting to arrest its momentum, as a chain reared up in front of it. That was all the time I needed. I grabbed hold of its raincoat, pulled it backward even as I threw myself forward, and I tossed the skirt up into the air.

It floated, flaring out like a flower, and then fell over the lady’s shoulders, down past her arms, and finally settled around her waist.

The chains binding her legs released and slowly spun outward, reaching for the forest canopy. The lady’s expression was bewildered, as if she didn’t understand what was happening. She remained passive, however, as the chains that bound only her ankles now lifted her up and into the trees.

Leaving behind me and the Harvesters.

They ignored me. Instead, they surrounded the member that had taken my knife. It surrendered the weapon, which was then handed off to me. They weren’t done, however. The one that’d taken the knife remained in the center of the group, head bowed, immobile. One of the Harvesters pulled the hood of the center Harvester’s raincoat back. Another took its scalpel away.

“Hey,” I said uneasily, “Wh-what’s going on here?”

A pause, and then one reached out, took hold of the zipper, and in one savage motion, unzipped the raincoat. And the body collapsed into fine sand, pooling on the ground where it had just been standing.

Dead. They’d killed it.

They’d just killed one of their own for taking my knife. Or betraying our agreement. I’m not sure which. I only watched, dumbstruck, as they folded up the raincoat and walked away, turning their backs on the remains of their kin.

Our alliance was concluded. The curse was almost broken.

And then on the third day, the lady finally came for me.





The Power of Ritual

I woke to an insistent tapping on the window. The clock beside my bed read 3:12 a.m. I uneasily sat up in bed and called out to the Little Girl, for who else would be tapping on my window like that? I asked her what was wrong, not really expecting an answer.

“She’s coming,” the Little Girl whispered. She sounded scared.

The Lady in Chains. Who else? It was the third day. The hardest of the three, the last trial that would break the curse, and the one that I had to do alone. Something immense and powerful was coming, a maelstrom of the energy I’d invoked through the ritual. It would either coalescence and destroy the curse… or it would destroy me. “You need to get as far away from the bedroom as you can,” I said. “This is between me and the lady, and you shouldn’t get involved.”

I got up and took the knife from my dresser. I’d been keeping it on a belt, so I put that on over my pajamas. Then I gathered up the lady’s shoes, the last article of clothing, just in time to hear the Little Girl gasp and the glass in the window shatter. Chains lashed wildly through the opening, smashing the frame and ripping sideways through drywall, brick, and framing. My house groaned under the assault, and I had a sudden, horrible thought—was she tearing a hole in a load-bearing wall?

I could get out the front of the house, I reasoned in the few seconds afforded to me. She wouldn’t have as much mobility on open ground, as there wouldn’t be anything to latch onto with her chains. And I wouldn’t be crushed if the house collapsed. I caught one last glimpse just before I turned to flee—of the lady lowering herself down into the opening of my bedroom wall, her arms outspread as if to greet me, her skirt fluttering in the breeze. Then I was running for the door, the shoes clutched in my arms.

It was the wrong decision.

I froze in the doorway. The hallway was… moving.

The walls crawled with innumerable tiny bodies. The floor flowed toward me, a bobbing, undulating wave of spiders. I had time for one cognizant thought, in which I cursed ever buying that damned bag of brussels sprouts, and then I turned toward the only other exit from the room. The hole the Lady in Chains had torn in the wall.

If I could get the shoes on her—it would only take one good throw—then this would be all over.

I raised my arm. Only one chance at this. I tensed, gauging distance—and a chain snapped into the room and wrapped around my wrist.

It jerked tight and there was a flash of pain, and for one terrifying moment, I thought my arm had snapped, but no, it was only held painfully fast by the links wrapped around my wrist. I clutched at my knife with my off hand, but it wasn’t oriented well and the chain around my wrist jerked forward, pulling me off balance, and my fingers barely grazed the hilt before another chain wrapped around my other arm.

The lady gestured with her hands, and the chains, as if they were extensions of her arms, hoisted me into the air. I twisted back and forth, straining at them, and then I thrashed in pure desperation, for I felt the touch of something soft and small against my bare feet.

The spiders had reached where I was suspended.

They swarmed up my ankles, covered my shins and calves, the pale skin of my legs vanishing beneath their bodies. I felt their fangs sink into the soft flesh at the bend of my knee. I shrieked and writhed but for every one I kicked loose, far more were ready to replace it. For a moment, even the Lady in Chains was forgotten as she stood silent and watching, as panic consumed my mind. It felt like the room was spinning around me, my heart felt like it would burst from beating so fast in my chest, and the skin of my legs burned as the spiders bit and bit and bit.

I’m not sure why I passed out. Perhaps it was the poison. More likely I hyperventilated and fainted, and then the spider’s venom kept me under. Honestly, at that point, unconsciousness was a blessed mercy. I embraced it when it came rushing up, cloaked in darkness to carry me off.



I slipped away from one nightmare and woke to another.

There was a moment of transition, of being halfway between the darkness and the world outside me. A place where I dreamed of a great roaring wind that drowned out all other sounds. Then I opened my eyes and the darkness was gone and the wind died away to only a gentle creak of chains and a distant tune that I felt I should know, hummed off-key. For a brief second, I was utterly disoriented—this wasn’t my bed—and I jerked my head back and forth, trying to understand, then my last memories before I’d fainted came back to me.

I’d been taken from my house. I lay in a cradle of chains. They were wrapped under my back and legs like a hammock. Another ran over my chest and another around my legs, binding me in place. I shifted, testing how much mobility I had, and they tightened briefly, squeezing my arms against my torso, and then relented when I grew still again. I moved slowly, only one arm this time, and put my hand next to my waist. My fingers closed over the knife hilt that was still on the belt I had hastily thrown on.

Then my gaze drifted up to the source of the music.

Above me hung the Lady in Chains, dangling by the chains around her ankles, her arms crossed over her chest and her multitude of eyes blissfully closed. She hummed softly as she swayed back and forth. Clutched close to her chest were the shoes.

I could cut the chains with my knife. My forearms weren’t bound, I could snap the chain around my chest first and free the rest of my body fairly easily from there. And then what? Fall? We were in the trees, but I couldn’t see the ground beneath us, nor the sky above us. Just layers and layers of leaves, which was impossible, because the forest didn’t have that thick of a canopy. We were in my campground but also… not…. Something like how the lady’s house moved around, I supposed. Perhaps I could fall out of here, but there was no way to know how high up we were. I’d just have to hope for the best.

If I survived the fall, what then? Could I escape? The lady’s chains couldn’t be outrun, not without a head start and a four-wheeler to jump on. Besides, if I didn’t get the shoes back… if I didn’t get them on her before tomorrow… the curse wouldn’t be broken. And I wouldn’t get another chance at it.

I needed the shoes. I had to help the Lady with Extra Eyes. She was still in there somewhere. So I opened my mouth and called up to her.

Her humming stopped. Her eyes opened and she stared down at me.

“Why did you kill my grandfather?” I asked.

“When you—the humans—veer too far, this is what I become.”

“When we become too violent? Do you only kill us when we go too far?”

“You all do bad things. That is the nature of humans.”

I’d thought she’d killed Grandpa because of what he did to Louisa’s parents. He’d turned monstrous as he aged. And that meant she was trying to kill me because of what I’d done. But it seemed there was more to it.

“Then why are you trying to kill me?”

A pause.

“Because it’s become easy for you to be evil,” she said. “Because you have to force yourself to save them.”

Her voice was soft with rebuke. Her body spun slowly on the chain holding her aloft.

“I’m trying to be different,” I said desperately. “But with the bad year it’s gotten so hard—do you know how to stop it?”

“I do.” She giggled. “Poor little Kate. Your poor, poor family.”

“You want to be saved, don’t you?” I cried. “You wouldn’t have brought me here, otherwise. You could have killed me in my house.”

“No.”

My heart pounded in my chest at the flat rebuke. I’d been hoping that some scrap remained of the lady I knew, that she regretted what she’d become, but I suppose regret is a human emotion. The Lady in Chains had stolen her away wholly, and I would not get any piece of her back until the curse was broken.

“So why am I still alive?”

“There’s power in ritual, dearest Kate,” she replied. “You had three days in which to stop me. That is not the only number with significance. I shall choose seven. Seven days, during which I will kill you.”

She dropped, spinning her body around and landing in a crouch over me, her ankles still bound tightly together, her arms bent out to either side to support her body. Her face leered close to mine, all her eyes glittering and her lips pulled back into a broad smile. One of the eyes on her left cheek was shut tight and blood crusted the eyelid. She stretched out a hand toward my face.

“I’ll start by taking an eye,” she said. “It only seems fair.”

I jerked my arm up, pulling the knife from the sheath. The blade slid easily underneath the chain binding my chest and then up through it, and it fell away. The lady’s eyes widened in delighted surprise, and she drew back, just enough to give me time to lunge up, stretching out my free hand and closing my fingers over the shoes still held against her chest.

“Sorry!” I cried, and then I stabbed her in the shoulder with the knife and wrenched down, ripping it out.

She shrieked in agony and recoiled. The chains jerked her upward, away from me, and then they unwound from my body and let me fall.

I hit a particularly stout branch on the way down, which hurt a bit, but it slowed my fall for a few seconds. Just long enough for me to realize the ground was quite a ways off and I had to grab hold of something or I wasn’t going to get out of this intact.

Fortunately, I rolled off that branch toward the trunk and that was within reach.

So I basically bear-hugged a tree trunk the whole way down, which I would not recommend, especially while wearing a nightgown and there’s nothing to protect the vulnerable skin of your arms and legs from getting torn off by the bark.

The shoes were still clutched in my fingers. I gripped them tighter and began to run, as the trees above me were shaking and the Lady in Chains was descending. I wasn’t certain where I was going. I was just trying to put some distance between me and her, long enough to figure out where to go next. I needed to get back to my house somehow. Retrieve the vest. That had been my plan—go after her while wearing the vest and use a gun to bring her down to my level. Then throw the shoes because I wouldn’t need to get as close as I had with the blouse and skirt. The shoes were heftier. I’d actually practiced throwing them in my backyard with a tree stump as my target.

I wasn’t certain I could hit her while also dodging her chains in the dark of night, however.

Instead, I ran. The dying glow of campfires winked at me through the trees, but I didn’t dare run toward them and lead the Lady in Chains onto some unsuspecting campers. The chains struck the ground around me with soft thumps, the sound swallowed up by the forest, and I paused only to slash at one, slicing off a few links, and they retreated. Just enough to make her rethink such direct attacks. Then out of the darkness loomed a squat building, the roof sagging, the yard wilted and stinking of rot. The lady’s house. Hope flared in my heart.

There was an ally here. Someone that would help me.

I ran through the dead flowers, feeling my feet slide on the decaying petals, and I could only hope that I didn’t slip and fall, not here, not now. Before me was the tree with its barren branches and that narrow slit in its trunk.

“Help me!” I cried. “I can save her—but I need your help!”

The ground shook beneath me. I stumbled, fell… and was caught by the roots that erupted from the soil. They cradled me, holding me up, just as the lady’s chains anchored into the ground around the yard, forming a sort of cage. From the middle of this circle descended the lady. Her body was held upright, her arms outspread, and she hummed as the chains lowered her down.

Then one of the chains ripped free of the ground and raced toward my body. I cringed reflexively, brandishing the knife, but it never struck. The roots whipped around it and tightened, holding it fast. Another chain spun inward and the roots snagged that one as well.

Above me, the lady hesitated. She’d learned her lesson from the Harvesters, apparently. She wasn’t going to come any closer. Instead, she directed her chains at my ally.

One of them smashed straight through the tree. The wood groaned and it sounded, faintly, like the echo of a scream. Another chain shot through it, down near the base, and the bark exploded off like it’d been hit with a bullet. Some of the splinters struck my face. My mouth was dry with terror. She’d tear it apart and then do the same to me, once my protection was gone. I had to do something.

I shifted in the cradle of roots I was held in, putting my feet underneath me and getting into a crouch. I took a couple of deep breaths and sheathed my knife, taking a shoe in either hand.

Then I told the tree to throw me.

It did. The last thing it did before the lady tore it in two. The roots beneath me uncoiled like a spring, shoving my feet up and at the pinnacle of their reach I jumped, stretching out my hands toward the lady.

The shoes met her feet. They slipped over her toes as easily as if I were putting them on my own feet. I let go of them and then I fell backward; it felt like I was floating for a moment, staring up at the lady as the chains fell away and the links shattered like pieces of glass and then dissolved into light until even that was gone, and then I hit the ground.

The earth beneath me had at least been recently overturned. I sank into it, like falling into a pillow, then it gave way, and I tumbled down into the remains of the grave. Dirt collapsed on top of my chest, covering my face, and I sputtered and spat and clawed my way up and out of the hole, remembering all too keenly what it felt like to be entombed in there. I dug my toes into the earthen walls, grabbed hold of the motionless roots, and hauled myself back out.

Before me was the tree. Its trunk had broken into two, the split all the way down to the roots. Its organs had spilled out, the intestines lay in a pile at its base, and its heart pumped futilely as crimson sap oozed from the torn muscles lining the inside of its bark. It was dying.

“I’m sorry,” a small voice said from behind me. “I’m so sorry.”

I spun, my heart in my throat. The Lady with Extra Eyes stood there, her multitude of eyes glittering with unshed tears. A lump formed in my throat and I swallowed hard, trying to keep control of my own emotions. She was back. I’d saved her. She was sorry. And now everything could go back to the way it was, when I adored her and she protected me and she didn’t hate me for the things I’d done—

But she walked right past me as if I wasn’t there.

She went to the tree. Her steps faltered; her hands were outstretched, shaking, and she knelt at its base and put her cheek against its bark and all her eyes began to weep.

“I’m so sorry,” she sobbed brokenly. “I didn’t want this to happen. I said I’d take care of you and… I failed.”

No. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I tried to ask her if she was sorry for trying to kill me, but that died in my throat before I could get a word out.

“I’m sorry,” I said instead. “I didn’t mean for the tree to get killed.”

“You don’t mean for anyone to die,” she whispered. “But they do anyway. I gave this one another chance at life and now even that has been taken away.”

I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to argue with her that this wasn’t right, that turning someone into a tree wasn’t fixing anything, but maybe any life was better than none. I didn’t know. I couldn’t know. So I just whispered “Sorry,” over and over, like a helpless child who knows they can’t fix what’s been broken.

“Go,” she sighed. “Just… go.”

So I left.







PART 5 Seasonal War of Royal Divisions

Don your finest tunic and lace up that cotehardie—this week is the high point of the yearly medieval reenactment event! While the first week is mostly camping, shopping, classes, and some tournaments, the second week is when the pageantry hits full swing. Be sure to remain wary of the campground’s dangers, though, as some creatures use the mass of campers to better blend in with the crowd. The Children with No Wagon and the Man with the Skull Cup are particularly active during this time.

[image: A campfire illustration with logs arranged in a teepee shape, encircled by stones, with bright flames rising from the center.]








Spilling the Tea

I found Aunt Aleda the next morning to tell her the good news. She looked deeply relieved to see me, as a rather large group of fancily dressed individuals—some of them carrying swords and banners—were just leaving. The man at the front of the precession was wearing a crown.

“Their, uh, king was just asking about where they can hold their… royal court tomorrow if it rains,” Aunt Aleda said.

“It’s a ten percent chance of rain, I’m not clearing out the big pavilion for them. They can stick to their outdoor location. But forget about that—the Lady in Chains is gone. She’s back to being the Lady with Extra Eyes, who is definitely not interested in murdering people. Everything is handled. We’re going to be okay from here out.”

My aunt eyed me suspiciously.

“Rolan’s wife said she woke up to find spiders all over the walls of her bedroom,” she said.

The grocer’s wife. I grimaced.

“Just tell her to fumigate the house, it’s probably just leftovers from the grocery store.”

“Kate.”

“The curse is broken,” I insisted. “The Lady in Chains is no more and the Lady with Extra Eyes will get her spiders back under control.”

“Kate.”

My aunt stared at me in irritation.

“Fine,” I sighed. “I’ll go talk to the Lady with Extra Eyes. I’m just not sure what to say. She’s really upset with me. Like, ‘Hey, sorry I tried to kill you’? ‘Sorry I got your tree killed’?”

“Sure, an apology would be a good place to start.”



I had no other excuses. So I went to the deep woods. I went armed, at least. I took my shotgun, charm vest, and knife. In addition, I had some specialized weaponry to deal with the spiders. No, it wasn’t a flamethrower. I was not going to burn my campground down. It was two cans of spider spray that had been duct taped together so that they could be fired in tandem to cover a wide arc in front of me.

The movies make it look so glamorous. The hero goes after the monster armed with a gun and a crowbar, sexily slathered in blood and grit. Which is reasonable, I don’t think anyone could take a movie seriously that outfits the main character in cargo shorts and a polo while carrying a jury-rigged bottle of bug spray and wearing a vest with winged penis charms.

It took a while to find the bloodroot flowers. I checked the location they’d been for the past few months, but since the Lady with Extra Eyes was back, her cabin was no longer stationary. It could only be found when she allowed it to be found. After hours of walking, I was starting to despair, thinking that she didn’t want to see me and I’d never find it. Then, at sundown, I found myself within eyeshot of bloodroot flowers. They stretched out in front of me as a meandering path. She was inviting me in after all. I followed them as they wound between the trees, growing steadily thicker, until they spread out into a carpet of bobbing white blossoms. Finally, I’d arrived at the Lady with Extra Eyes’s house. A wisp of smoke curled out of the chimney, and while the windows were shuttered, a thin line of light crept free around the base.

The tree that was once a person lay dead in the backyard. It had split cleanly in two and fallen, the halves lying brittle and lifeless in the dirt.

I took a deep breath and went up to the front door. She wouldn’t have let me find her if she wasn’t ready to talk. I didn’t feel ready myself, but I don’t think there was a way to ever be ready for this sort of thing. Like, “Hey, you tried to kill me. Let’s have a cup of tea and talk about our feelings.” How does someone prepare for that? You just have to do it, I suppose, and hope for the best.

I knocked on the door. The lady opened it almost immediately. Clearly, she’d been waiting for me to work up the nerve to knock. We stared at each other for a moment on either side of the threshold. Her face seemed thin to me. Her multitude of eyes looked tired. One of them was sealed shut. I felt a little guilty for that. She wore the clothing I’d used to break the curse. It looked clean, but it was still a little uncomfortable to see her standing there, wearing grave clothes.

“We’ve, uh, got trucks and chains that can haul that wood out of here,” I said, jabbing a thumb in the direction of the tree. “We could bury it—him—or would a pyre be more appropriate?”

The lady just stared at me a moment and I wondered if I’d said something rude. Then she stepped back and let the door hang open in an unspoken invitation. I followed her inside, after first leaning my shotgun against the outside wall.

Yes. I know. I left my weapon outside. But I felt that if our friendship was to be salvaged, then I should make a show of good faith.

Besides, I still had the knife on me, hidden beneath the charm vest. Perhaps she knew it was there, but it was at least less overt a weapon than the gun.

“I’ll take care of the tree,” she said as she went to the fireplace. “You have enough to handle already.”

She took the lid off the teapot by the hearth and filled it with leaves while the kettle heated on the fire. I meandered through the room while she worked. Her tea was kept up on a shelf and I eyed it, trying to determine if she had a good amount or if I should run to the store for her. There was an assortment of cups as well, an eclectic mix, and at one end of the shelf sat another teapot.

I’d seen it before. It had been sitting on the table, all alone, when I came to her house with the Harvesters.

“Do you ever use this one?” I asked, pointing at it.

“Oh, I use it.”

She laughed and took the kettle from the stove. I went to the table and she joined me with the teapot from the hearth and we sat there and waited for the tea to finish steeping.

“We’re having spider problems,” I said delicately. “Are they… yours?”

“They are. What gave it away—the eyes?” She laughed softly at her joke.

“They’re still being found outside the campground’s boundaries.”

She poured two cups and shoved one toward me. “Drink,” she urged. “It’ll help.”

I sipped at it. It tasted of peppermint. “Are the spiders going to calm down now?” I asked. “Can you call them off?”

“Oh, you won’t have to worry about that for much longer,” she laughed.

Well, that was good. I took a couple of deep breaths, trying to work up the nerve to ask her what I was really here to find out. “The chains,” I said quietly. “Why… why does that happen to you?”

She didn’t say anything. She just stared at her teacup.

“I found the bones of your predecessor. Mom killed her, didn’t she? Right after Grandpa died.”

“She did. She was afraid the Lady in Chains would come for her family again.”

And my mother was right. The Lady in Chains did come for me. But I’d done it differently. I’d saved her instead. My mother was ruthless, perhaps too ruthless, but I didn’t have to be like her. I could do things differently.

“I’d rather this not happen ever again,” I said. “I know we broke the curse this time, but I want to know how to keep it from happening in the future.”

I was rambling, but she wasn’t answering me and I felt like I had to keep there from being silence between us.

“This is very like you, Kate,” she finally sighed. “I believe you’d like to be a decent person. You’re just not very good at it.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. It felt unexpected. I drank more of my tea to give me time to recover from the surprise at having something like that sprung on me so abruptly.

“I’m improving,” I said. “I haven’t killed anyone yet this year.”

“That doesn’t make the people you’ve already killed any less dead.”

The lady wasn’t answering my initial question, though, and I felt this was deliberate. I told myself that maybe she wasn’t ready to talk about it. Maybe the answer was the curse couldn’t be avoided, and she didn’t want to dash my hopes. I changed the topic then, to the more important thing I wanted from her.

“I’ve been told the bad year is ongoing,” I said. “That it’s forcing everyone to pick sides. I know you said you wouldn’t help me again, but I don’t know, with the curse broken—maybe—are you able… to reconsider?”

“It’s a shame, really,” she murmured.

“What is?”

“That you have to die for someone else to claim the land. Old land does that to people. It makes you a part of it. It owns you as much as you own it.”

“Are you saying that all this time I’ve been so reluctant to sell my land because it’s got a hold on me?” I asked, incredulously.

“Now let’s not give it too much credit,” she warned. “You are very stubborn on your own.”

My vision was blurry. I set the teacup down, frowning at the table in front of me.

“It’d be a lot simpler if you could just walk away,” she continued. “Not even be part of this anymore. Cede the land to someone else. Even another family member would be fine. Just… anyone that didn’t matter so much.”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” I said, struggling to focus on her words. “Am I… special somehow?”

“No. It’s because I care for you. This would be easier if you didn’t matter as much to me.”

I stood up and backed away. My head was spinning.

“I said I wouldn’t help you ever again,” she said. “I meant it.”

It wasn’t because of any deal or agreement or rules that bound her. It was the simple reality of the situation.

“The chains are a curse,” she continued, also rising from her chair. She stood there with her head bowed, her fingertips pressed on the surface of the table. “But sometimes it’s a useful one. Sometimes I embrace it. You were wrong about the chains. They weren’t my cage. They’re my web.”

Comprehension dawned slowly in my unwilling mind. I took a single step backward toward the door. Behind her, from the cracks in the walls and from the darkness between the cupboards came spiders, crawling out in ones and twos and then in a solid, slow wave that rippled its way toward where I was desperately backing away to the exit.

“I don’t always get to control when I become the Lady in Chains,” the lady continued, not moving from where she stood. “It’s a corruption. Humanity influences the forest with your very presence, and just as a spider will bite when cornered, so will I. But sometimes… when your rot goes too far… I voluntarily intervene.”

“I’m trying,” I stammered. “Doesn’t that count for something?”

“It does! But as you said—this is a bad year. And everything on this campground is now out to kill you, and well, the odds aren’t good for your survival. If I beat them to it and then if I have power—real power over the campground—think of what I could do with it! I promised you I’d still protect your campers, didn’t I? I will. Them and the forest. Even after you’re gone.”

Her shoulders twitched. A cape of spiders crawled up over her arms and into her hair.

“I’ll give you something none of the others will give you, at least.”

She finally raised her gaze to where I was fumbling with the door handle, unable to tear my eyes off her.

“A head start.”

Then I ripped the door open, turned, and ran. I grabbed my shotgun from where it rested and ran with it close to my stomach. Perhaps I wouldn’t be able to outrun the lady, I reasoned, but I could outrun the spiders. That’d give me only one threat to contend with, and from what I’d seen while breaking the curse, a gun would work on her when she wasn’t fully the Lady in Chains.

I made it a little ways before I realized that something was wrong. My head continued to spin, but it wasn’t getting better. In fact, it was getting significantly worse. I had to stop and lean on a tree, struggling with nausea that left my mouth dry and my skin cold. I checked behind me. She wasn’t in sight. This was either a hell of a head start… or…

She wasn’t pursuing me, because she didn’t need to.

The tea was poisoned.

I’d wanted so badly for her to be someone I could rely on that I’d forgotten the most important rule of old land. You can’t trust that which comes from the forest. You can’t trust the things that aren’t human.

I shoved myself away from the tree. I had to get out of the deep woods. I had to get home. I had to get to people, to where someone would find me. My breathing felt like it wasn’t enough, like I couldn’t bring enough air into my lungs, and my heart beat so fast in my chest that I felt like it would just collapse with exhaustion at any moment. I fell to one knee.

Someone was coming. I raised my eyes and, for a moment, saw two figures approaching, my vision was blurred and the light was too bright. I squinted and the figure resolved itself, just as the Man with the Skull Cup reached where I knelt. He stretched a hand down to grab my arm.

“I warned you,” he said.

I wanted to protest that he’d been really damn vague about it, to the point I wouldn’t call it a warning at all, but he was pulling me to my feet and I leaned heavily on him, struggling just to stay upright.

We almost made it out of the deep woods before the lady caught up. The Man with the Skull Cup swore under his breath and shoved me forward. He yelled at me to keep going and dimly the words registered in my mind. Forward. I just had to keep going forward. I stumbled from tree to tree and then… I heard my name.

I knew the person calling me. Didn’t I know them? Hadn’t I trusted them? Someone had told me to keep going… but my friend was calling my name.

I turned, unable to tell what was happening anymore as the poison wound its way through my body. The seconds seemed pieced together, loosely stitched, and I couldn’t remember one moment to another.

The Man with the Skull Cup stood between me and the Lady with Extra Eyes. A blanket of spiders crawled at her feet. He swept his cup in a wide arc, throwing the liquid out in a shimmering sheet. The lady cried out and raised an arm to cover her face, and the spiders swarmed upward, coating her body in a protective layer, and they hissed, curled up, and died as the liquid hit them.

“What do you hope to accomplish?” she shrieked at him. “You don’t even have a name!”

“Neither do you!” he snapped.

“I don’t need one.”

There was a crack, like bone snapping, and dark shapes spread from behind her. Legs, I realized. Spider legs. Her body lifted into the air as the monstrous legs, their points like spikes, settled onto the earth. Her blouse sagged around her shoulders, the edges torn from where they’d emerged from her flesh. The Man with the Skull Cup swiped at her with his knife, steadily backing away as the spiders surged toward his feet once more.

“Kate!” he yelled. “You better fucking be running for your life!”

She lunged at him. One of her legs slammed into the ground and intercepted his knife, the blade sticking in the chitin. Her human fingers closed on the cup he held in the other hand. I heard a crack—then my legs gave out—and I remember lying on my back in the leaves, staring up at the sky, and dimly I heard a woman scream in pain and rage. There were tears in my eyes and I wasn’t sure why. It felt like when they told me my parents were dead. I was losing someone, I thought. Someone important to me.

Then I passed out.



I woke up in the hospital. It’s a dated facility, so it’s one where you don’t get a private room. Two beds with a curtain. I was in the bed closest to the door. Beside me sat the Old Sheriff and he straightened in his seat as I opened my eyes. He turned and buzzed for the nurse while I continued to take in my surroundings, trying to piece together what had happened. Then I looked at the window and realized I wasn’t the only patient in here.

The Man with the Skull Cup lay in the other hospital bed. His skin was pale, his breathing was shallow, and sitting next to him on a table was his skull cup.

It was split in two.

“Holy shit,” I whispered, struggling to sit up. The Old Sheriff was quick to assist. “Ho-leee shit.”

“Your aunt saw him coming out of the woods with you over one shoulder,” the Old Sheriff told me. “The cup was already broken at that point, so I think whatever he saved you from must have been the one to do it.”

“It was the Lady with Extra Eyes. She’s still trying to kill me.”

The Old Sheriff grunted, but made no other commentary. He just finished telling me what happened. The Man with the Skull Cup collapsed before reaching my house. My aunt called the ambulance and when they’d arrived, she’d given permission for them to transport both of us. Then my aunt called the Old Sheriff, and he had his wife drop him off here so he could watch over both of us until we woke up. The doctors weren’t really sure what I’d been given, so they just flushed my stomach and treated the symptoms as they manifested.

They hadn’t known what to do with the Man with the Skull Cup, not after they were informed he wasn’t human. They’d wanted to run tests on him, but they couldn’t get his piercings off or his rings off his hands, and they didn’t want to risk losing their MRI, not even in the name of science. So they just stuck him in the room with me and hoped for the best. Or not, depending on their feelings toward my campground, I suppose.

“This is my fault,” I whispered.

“You want to save him,” the Old Sheriff said.

“I have to.”

“He’s killed your campers. He killed your cousin.”

“I know.” I clutched at my head, as if that would keep the pain at bay. “This isn’t simple, you know. Nothing is black and white. I’m not really good, he’s not wholly evil, and the rules are all falling apart and I don’t know what to do anymore.”

A long silence.

“Well,” the Old Sheriff finally said, “if you feel like you need to save him, then I’ll try to help.”

“Respectfully, sir, you already lost one leg. I can’t ask for more.”

“Ah, well, don’t worry about the leg. Arthritis was going to get it if the lady hadn’t. Besides, you don’t need both legs to shoot someone with a rifle.”

I didn’t deserve my friends.

There was a knock at the door. The doctor crept in and furtively shut the door behind him. They were keeping this all quiet, he said. There would be no paper trail for the Man with the Skull Cup. Nothing to indicate he’d ever been here. He handed me a chart and said I could keep it. Every test they ran. He seemed human enough, at least from a medical perspective. But there was also no medical reason for him to still be unconscious. Here the doctor glanced nervously at the cup.

I was released not long after. I think they didn’t want to keep me—or him—around. Sorcha came to pick us both up, as the Old Sheriff wasn’t able to drive yet with his missing leg. I had to ride in the back, the Man with the Skull Cup’s head resting awkwardly on my shoulder. Sorcha and I carried him inside my house. He was unnaturally light, but a limp body is difficult to maneuver with. We put him on the sofa in the living room with the broken cup on the table nearby.

I was so confused. I was protecting someone that should be my enemy and planning to kill someone that should be my friend. But this was a bad year and all the rules were in flux and everything could be rewritten. Even friendships.

But at least I now understood what the Man with the Skull Cup wanted from me. The Lady with Extra Eyes said it.

He wanted a name.





And Where Were the Spiders

I know a lot of stories. There are patterns to them, and once you know those patterns, you can better understand the behavior of these things that are not human. There is a story about a woman that is cursed into the shape of a monstrous serpent. The hero rescues her by braving the horrors of her castle and each night he throws an article of clothing over her head until the curse is broken. Then they leave together, she earns his trust, and then she takes everything he has and flees, leaving him desolate and betrayed.

Just because someone is cursed doesn’t mean they were ever innocent. Just because you saved someone doesn’t mean they’re not your enemy.

I think our natures may be less malleable than I’d hoped. The Lady with Extra Eyes betrayed my family in the past and perhaps this was just how she was. And as for me… perhaps I cannot change my nature, either. I was so angry at my mother for what she’d done, but here I was, backed into a corner where the only option I saw was to kill the Lady with Extra Eyes just as my mother had done. The fact that I was doing it to stop an active threat to my life while my mother had done it to protect her family against a possible threat in the future was little comfort. It still tasted foul in my mouth.

There were only a few days left of SWORD. I’d get the reenactors off the campground, and then I could focus exclusively on how to stop the Lady with Extra Eyes. I only needed to stay away from the deep woods until then.

But the lady wasn’t content to wait.



Some innate sense woke me in the night. There was no outward indication as to why I had woken up, so for a moment, I lay there and stared at the ceiling. In the distance, I could hear the laughter of the reenactors and the drone of a hurdy-gurdy. The Little Girl was crying outside my window, so nothing was unusual there. Perhaps I simply couldn’t sleep, as rare as that was.

Then I heard a faint clicking noise. The fridge, perhaps? I’ve certainly had to conduct some percussive maintenance on it before to get it to shut up. I sat up and tried to swing my legs off the bed to go investigate.

Tried.

There was something wrapped tightly around them, binding them together. In a panic, I flipped the bedside lamp on and watched in horror as a multitude of spiders skittered away and over the edge of the bed, a rippling black and brown wave that quickly vanished out of sight. They left behind a shimmering white web of spider silk, entombing my ankles and shins.

I admit it. I screamed.

Then I grabbed the knife from the Harvesters off the nightstand and frantically hacked at the spiderwebs. They parted easily and I jumped up onto the bed and slapped at my legs in a frenzy, almost hyperventilating, until my skin stung and even in my panic I had to admit that there weren’t any spiders on me.

Then my hair brushed the back of my neck, and the whole process of me slapping at myself and shrieking started all over again.

Look, I know I’ve dealt with worse shit in the past and handled it, but that is a hell of a way to wake up.

I had spider spray in the garage. Quite a bit of it, actually. I’d gone to the hardware store and cleaned them out after I was released from the hospital. I only had to get there, and believe me, it was hard to work up the nerve to jump off the bed. Even though the spiders had fled, I envisioned them hiding under the bed, waiting for me to jump off. My mouth was dry with fear as I worked up the nerve. I ran through my plan mentally. Jump from the bed. Grab my shoes off the floor. Run for the garage. I was faster than the spiders. I could do this.

I jumped. I stooped and grabbed my shoes, trying hard not to look around. I didn’t need to know if the spiders were spilling out from under my bed. I really didn’t. Then I hurried for the hallway, flipping on the lights, and pulled my shoes on as I went. If I had to squish some arachnids, it wasn’t going to be with my bare feet.

My plan fell apart at the living room. The split skull lay on the coffee table. The Man with the Skull Cup lay on the sofa, his arms crossed over his chest, just as we’d left him.

Except he was covered with a blanket of spiders now. They’d webbed him up to his waist.

I guess the Lady with Extra Eyes wasn’t keen on taking risks. She’d let her brethren immobilize us both and then move in for the kill.

The spiders rotated to face me as I stood frozen in the hallway. Then they moved as one, a rippling wave falling from the sofa and to the floor. Their legs clicked on the hardwood, like the whisper of branches in the wind.

The noise came from behind me as well.

I was trapped between the two groups of spiders.

I couldn’t stay where I was. They’d overwhelm me, and I remembered their bites and what they had done to me last time. So… I jumped on the nearest piece of furniture, which was the loveseat. The spiders swarmed around the base while I climbed up to stand on the back, watching as the first line of their numbers began to scale the aged fabric. I’d bought myself a few minutes in which to call for help. I always grab my cell phone when I flee my bedroom for any reason.

I called the Old Sheriff.

“Spiders,” I said tersely. “So. Many. Spiders.”

“I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

He hung up, leaving me to play “the floor is lava” around my living room, except instead of lava, the floor was spiders, and I wasn’t pretending. They’d swarm the coffee table and climb up after me, I’d stomp on them until their numbers threatened to overwhelm me. Then I’d jump over to the hassock and stand on that, forcing the spiders to reconvene their swarm and climb up, and I’d stomp on them for a bit and then jump to something else. There weren’t enough to simultaneously cover all the furniture in the room, so this strategy held out for a while. It was exhausting, though, and I felt like my self-control was fraying by the second. I kept repeating in my mind my strategy: Keep moving. Don’t panic. I could not panic. I’d survive as long as I stayed calm.

Keep moving. Don’t panic. Keep moving. Over and over again, until I heard a vehicle pull up in my driveway, and I could have wept with relief.

The door was locked and I wouldn’t be able to come unlock it, so he’d have to make his own way in. I expected him to shoot the lock off.

Instead, he kicked the door in.

It slammed into the wall, the doorknob caving in the plaster and sticking, holding the door open as my rescuer came striding through the gaping doorway.

It wasn’t the Old Sheriff.

It was Sorcha, resplendent in her puffy shirt sleeves, puffy pants, and a very wide hat bedecked with a couple dozen feathers.

“I’ve always wanted to do that,” Sorcha said pleasantly, wrenching the door free of the wall as she entered.

It swung limply on the broken hinges, making a pitiful attempt to latch and finally swaying to a stop when the Old Sheriff’s wife put her heel up to stop it.

The spiders froze at her entrance. I, too, stood frozen in surprise for a moment and then tentatively put out one foot and squished the nearest spider. And over by the door, the Old Sheriff’s wife held up two cans of spider spray and tilted her head, her eyes glittering with malice.

The spiders fled. And she grimly chased after them, brandishing cans in both hands, spraying it liberally over the corners and cracks they vanished into as they fled. She only stopped her assault when both canisters sputtered and died. Then she discarded the empty bottles by absently tossing them aside and letting them roll away across the hardwood.

I was still on the coffee table, stunned by this turn of events.

“I, uh, was expecting your husband,” I said.

“He was having trouble with his crutches, so I came instead. Also, I was much closer.”

At this point, I realized that I was still standing on the coffee table and thought to get off and offer her some tea and maybe some cookies, which she accepted. And then she went out to her car and came back with her basket of yarn and spent the rest of the night trying to teach me how to crochet.

Her presence kept the spiders from coming back, I guess.

After that I decided it was time to move out for a little bit.

Aunt Aleda volunteered her house. She had a guest bedroom I could use. I packed up a week’s worth of clothing and moved myself in. Then I went back for the Man with the Skull Cup. Aunt Aleda didn’t like the idea of having an inhuman creature in her house, so I decided to stash him on the sofa in the staff breakroom instead. He was light enough for me to carry by myself, but he was a bit taller than I, so doing this was extremely unwieldy and I had to drag him around instead.

No, I did not drag him by his ankles all the way over to the staff barn. I considered it, but I got the wheelbarrow instead.

We covered the front door of my house with plywood. It’d suffice until SWORD wrapped up and I could put in a real door. Then I returned to Aunt Aleda’s house and settled into the guest bedroom. I sat on the bed, staring through the unfamiliar window. Only a few more days and then the campground would be empty. It couldn’t happen soon enough. I managed to repair the door to my house that morning before the Dancers infiltrated the reenactor’s dance classes and Bryan and I had to keep someone from clawing their eyes out after she’d accidentally looked at the musicians.

It was strange that night, going to bed in a different house and with only the hum of the campground outside my window. I fell asleep mostly from exhaustion, as I’d been up working well past midnight.



It felt like I’d only been sleeping for a few minutes when I woke, disoriented by the unfamiliar surroundings and with my instincts shrieking that something was off.

There was noise coming from the other side of the window.

I sat up in bed. The curtains on the window were open a sliver, just enough for me to catch a glimpse of a pale face, bowed so that it was almost covered by messy hair.

It was the Little Girl. Except she wasn’t crying. She was whispering.

I slipped out of bed and crept carefully to the window. I crouched close to the wall, hidden beneath the base of the frame, just as I had when I was a child and the Little Girl would still speak to me. I listened until the words resolved themselves, an endless litany muttered over and over, a frantic refrain touched with fear and anger.

“You left,” she whispered. “You left you left you left you left you left you left.”

I slowly stood. Everything in me screamed that I shouldn’t, but I needed to know, I had to see what she was doing outside the window. On old land, staying alive means sometimes confronting the things you would rather not face. I drew back the curtains.

The Little Girl stood there with her forehead pressed against the glass, her fingers clutching the edges of the window frame. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot, her pupils were dilated, and her round face was framed by her straw-colored hair. Her breath fogged the glass.

She flexed her fingers. The nails pricked the edges of the glass. Cracks appeared, thin lines that crackled as they spread.

I turned and ran. I grabbed that damn knife on my way out of the bedroom and continued down the hallway to my aunt’s room. I flipped on the light as I stuck my head in.

“Auntie!” I cried. “We’ve got a problem!”

I will say this about my family: we react pretty well to being woken abruptly in the night. My aunt was out of bed before she was even fully awake, I think, and grabbed the shotgun she kept near her bed. Yeah, my family all like shotguns; it’s a thing.

“It’s the Little Girl,” I said. “Guns haven’t worked in the past.”

She grunted but didn’t put the gun aside. Hopeful thinking, I guess.

“That knife work?” Aunt Aleda asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if I can get close enough to try,” I said breathlessly. “She wants me to return to the house. I could go out through the garage and make a run for it.”

“That’s risky,” Aunt Aleda replied. “She’s not following the rules we’re familiar with.”

Rules. It always came back to rules. The main house had always been inhabited, a tacit agreement with the Little Girl that I’d now broken. She was no longer respecting her side of it—to stay out of the house unless invited. I thought furiously, trying to remember something that could be a way to appease the Little Girl.

From the bedroom came another loud crack as the glass continued to fracture.

“Get to the living room,” Aunt Aleda said. “We’ll barricade it. She’s not making quick progress of getting inside, so perhaps she can be slowed long enough for dawn—and the Beast—to arrive.”

“We need to leave an exit in case she gets through before then,” I said. “Maybe to the garage?”

Another loud crack from the bedroom. Like fists being slammed onto glass. I heard small shards hitting the floor. She’d broken through.

I acted on instinct. I sprinted down the hallway and slammed the bedroom door shut, but not before I saw the Little Girl putting a leg over the edge of the window frame to climb inside. Then I grabbed the doorknob, desperately bracing myself to hold the door shut, while yelling at my aunt to get the bookcase ready to block the hallway.

The door shook in its frame. She slammed her fists on it again and it creaked at the impact. She wasn’t trying to open it. She was trying to break it down. Tentatively, I let go of the doorknob and backed away, warily watching as she pounded at it, one fist after the other, a steady tempest of blows. The wood groaned under the assault.

“My house is infested with spiders that are out to kill me!” I screamed at her. “Maybe you could do something about that?”

I returned to the living room to help Aunt Aleda with the bookcase. I no longer fully believed that this plan would work, but I had no other recourse. The Little Girl was growing steadily more violent by the minute, her attacks were growing stronger, and the noise we heard echoing underneath her concussive beating on the door was that of wood splintering.

We almost had the bookshelf in place. We just needed to tip it over. Aunt Aleda stepped back, as if to get a better grip, so I stayed where I was, bracing myself to push.

“I always thought I’d die like my father,” I said, laughing with a touch of hysteria. “Figured it’d be the Beast that got me. But I’m going to go like my mother instead.”

“That’s right,” my aunt whispered to herself. “The Little Girl stopped after killing your mother. She left your father alive.”

I heard her take a deep breath.

“I’m sorry, Kate,” she said. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

With one final blow, the door shattered.

That’s when my aunt hit me in the back of the head with the stock of her shotgun.



I don’t think I was unconscious for long. But it only takes seconds to make a decision and perhaps a handful more to act on it. Dying takes a little longer, but it can still only be a matter of minutes, especially when your internal organs have been scooped out and scattered across the floor, much like a child will throw sand into the air just to see how it lands.

And that was enough to satisfy the Little Girl—blood sacrifice, the oldest of patterns—for when I woke, she was gone and I was the only thing left alive in the house.

Everything after that is a blur. I called Tyler at some point and he called the rest of the family. The Old Sheriff showed up as well. They discretely removed my aunt’s body from the campground. I don’t think any of the campers realized someone had died overnight. The Old Sheriff said something about how he’d handle cleanup. I wouldn’t have to scrub my aunt’s blood off the floors and walls myself.

The same as he’d done when my mother died.

I returned to my house sometime in the afternoon. I had no choice. I hadn’t even begun to formulate a strategy for how I would survive the night, with the Little Girl forcing me to remain here and with the spiders waiting for me. My entire body felt numb and part of me thought that maybe it didn’t matter anymore. Maybe I should just give up and give the Lady with Extra Eyes what she wanted. Sooner or later this land would claim my life, after all. Would it really be so bad if it were the former?

The smell of peppermint struck me as I walked in through the front door. It hung thick in the air, but not unpleasantly so. I drew in a sharp breath and it filled my lungs and it felt good, like cold water on a summer day. Leaves peeked out of the cracks between the wall and the trim, the serrated tips vivid green against the plaster. I ventured farther into my house. It grew through the edges of the window frames, between the gaps in the aged hardwood floors. It sprouted in every crevice and cranny, cloying the air with its scent.

I didn’t find a single spider as I inspected the house. Nor did they appear that evening, when I sat in my living room with all the lights on, waiting for them to attack. I kept watch until dark and I heard the Little Girl’s weeping from the other side of the window.

I couldn’t bring myself to speak to the Little Girl at first. Not after what she had done. But the strangeness of the peppermint finally forced me to act. I came and sat by the window, leaning against the wall, and I listened to her weeping for a while.

Finally, I spoke.

“Did you do this?” I asked softly. “Did you cause the peppermint to grow?”

“You came home,” she whispered. And then she sniffed, her voice cracked, and she began to cry once more.

I’m a campground manager. I’m a little more than that, however. I am the owner of old land, and my family is bound to it and cursed by it. We are doomed to die here. For most of us, that time comes far too soon for our liking, and we die fighting for every second, screaming to an indifferent world our rage over the unfairness of our end. But very rarely, we choose the way in which we will die.

I do not think my aunt anticipated this end, but she chose it. Her life to save mine.





A Death in the Family

There is significance in death. Our lives pivot around it, we reel from one loss to another. The loss of Aunt Aleda spun me too far, happening so abruptly and so soon on the heels of the death of my uncle. I was cast adrift, numb, and listless.

But while it seems that all these unnatural things are arrayed against humanity and lie in wait to spill our blood, there are a few things that are benevolent. They pity and protect us. I have encountered some of them and there is one in particular that I have only met twice now, and each time it was after a death in the family. The first was when Pearl died. The second time was Aleda.

I couldn’t sleep the night after my aunt died. No—I didn’t want to sleep. I kept myself awake by studying the campground budget until the numbers grew blurry on the computer screen. And shortly after midnight, there was a knock on my door.

I feel like I need to clarify how the Little Girl works. Opening a door or window is an invitation for something to enter. When there is a valid visitor to the house, opening the door to them invites them and only them inside. The Little Girl cannot use this as her invitation to enter. Most of the time she runs and hides on the other side of the house when I have late-night visitors. Human ones, at least.

When a door or window is opened, it is an invitation. If no one accepts, then the invitation stands for anyone that would care to answer.

Be careful of opening the door after dark. You don’t know what you might let in.

I think windows are less risky for you, though. The Little Girl is just especially aggressive about what counts as an invitation.

Even though the Little Girl was already in the yard and crying at my window, I had no reason to be concerned when I opened the door. Even if I didn’t let the person in, opening the door was still an invitation for them and them alone. Logically, I knew all this, but I confess that my heart still skipped a beat when I opened the door and no one was there.

I stared out into the dark yard, lit only by the motion sensor floodlight over the garage. The gate hung open, swaying gently. Whoever had knocked had clearly just fled through the front, but I couldn’t see them in the field leading down to the woods. Not anything human, then. No one could cross that distance in such a small amount of time. Wherever they’d gone was the least of my worries at the moment, however, for the Little Girl stood by the fence. She stood watching me in the doorway, her face streaked with tears.

Previous generations have tried to destroy the Little Girl. They all failed. Looking at her, remembering what I’d found in the hallway—those scattered remains of my aunt—I think I understand why we keep trying. The hatred was unanticipated… and blinding. It flooded my muscles with fire and I felt like it would burn me to ash if I didn’t release it.

For a brief moment, I wanted her to try to use the open door as an invitation. I’d try to kill her with my bare hands.

Then she half turned, raised an arm, and pointed off to the woods. The message was clear. My visitor had gone in that direction. They were waiting for me. I snarled and went back into my house, leaving the door hanging open behind me.

Was this how my mother felt, when she left that window open? Was it really an accident? Or was she as angry as I was? Did she sit on their bed while my father slept, waiting for the Little Girl with a knife of her own in her hands?

I don’t know. I never will.

I grabbed my knife and a flashlight from the bedroom. Then I returned to the front door and found that the girl had not interpreted it as an invitation and was still standing outside. I stepped out and shut the door behind me. This, too, was daring her to do something. To give me an excuse.

I think I would have squandered my aunt’s sacrifice, had the Little Girl taken the opportunity. It’s easy to understand this after the fact. But have you ever felt hatred, the kind that stabs sharp and digs down into the bones? It demands destruction and it doesn’t care if what is destroyed is yourself. We are but slaves to the fury.

If you’ve felt this before, then you understand why I took the risks I did.

But I suppose the transactional nature of opening the door held and the Little Girl let me pass unharmed, for I was in pursuit of my visitor and she had no right to me.

My anger cooled as I walked across the field toward the forest. It subsided with the taste of the night air, and halfway across the field, the anger was gone and all that was left was the adrenaline. I shivered faintly, my hands trembling, and I finally realized how closely I’d just walked along the edge of my own grave. My path had overlapped with death’s. I’d been very, very lucky.

I wish I could say that this won’t happen again, but I think we’ve all seen that it’s a pattern with me. This isn’t like breaking a habit. Anger is part of what I am.

I reached the edge of the woods and kept going. I passed by some campers on the road, but they took no notice of me, not even with my knife in hand. This was a medieval reenactment event. Everyone carried knives.

The forest grew quiet as I descended into the deep woods. Whatever was out here would find me before I’d find it, most likely. That is how these things work. I just had to keep walking until they deigned to make themselves known. I didn’t turn my flashlight on. There was enough moonlight in the upper woods, and once my vision adjusted, it was better to leave the light off. I couldn’t make out details, but I could see everything around me instead of only what was in the beam of the flashlight.

Of course, only being able to see general shapes means it’s easy to miss things.

Like frost on the ground.

I noticed when my breath came out in a cloud. I stopped and fumbled for my flashlight, turning it on and shining the beam at my feet. The ground was silvered in frost that thickened into ice as I watched, the tips of the leaves curling and cracking as they fused together.

I was walking straight into it.

The easiest solution was to turn around and walk away. Which I did. Yet the ice continued to spread, and so I turned again, walking at a different angle. Perhaps I’d been going parallel to the frost, and this would put me at a perpendicular and hopefully take me away from the origin, since the cold spreads from a central point.

This didn’t work either. By now I could feel the cold seeping into my skin, burning in my knuckles and turning my fingertips numb. Branches cracked underfoot and the bark on the trees shone with creeping frost. I realized that I needed to pick a direction and then stick with it and move quickly, because unless my sense of direction was seriously messed up (and it shouldn’t be, I generally have a good sense of that), I should have found a way out of the frost by now. That left one frightening possibility.

It was pursuing me. And it was catching up.

“This is not how guests are supposed to act!” I called into the surrounding darkness as I picked up my pace. “You don’t lure someone to danger!”

But perhaps it wasn’t a guest. A guest was supposed to enter the house, after all. I no longer knew what I was chasing and I no longer cared. I had to get out of there.

There was a crackling noise from behind me. Like clay snapping in two and crumbling. I glanced back over my shoulder, heart pounding. Behind me, the ground was falling inward, rupturing in thick fissures and splitting apart in frozen shards, like ice breaking apart in the ocean. Tendrils of ice grasped at the soil, and it crumbled beneath their growth, cascading down into the darkness from which they were struggling to climb out.

I hesitated. I’m not entirely sure why.

They reminded me of fingers. And my arm went limp, and the flashlight beam swept unnoticed to the side as my gaze focused on one of the tendrils reaching up through the frozen earth. It was like the world was swept away from under me and I was cast adrift, my only anchor the sight of that hand and its splayed fingers, stretching toward where I stood.

I think… I lost myself for a moment.

I thought I heard my name. Someone calling me from inside that pit.

I thought it was my aunt’s hand, reaching up for me.

The ground beneath me lurched as I stumbled forward, stretching out my hand to her. The ice cracked and the sheet of dirt I stood on slipped and I fell to one knee, placing a hand on the ground to steady myself. It burned with pain when I lifted it again and my palm was slick with blood from where my skin had been left behind with the rapidly forming ice. I barely paid heed to the pain. I crawled on hands and knees, intent on the hand that reached out for me.

Maybe this was how the ice ensnared people. Maybe they saw what they wanted as it worked its way through the earth.

Or maybe it was merely a trick of my grief.

I have told some of you that the dead do not answer on my land. If we call to them, there is only silence. At that moment, I believed… perhaps this was why. Perhaps they were there, in that pit, and my aunt was just waiting for me to pull her free and save her.

Grief can drive a person to destroy themselves just as well as hatred can.

I was almost within reach of the hand that was waiting. So many others were emerging now, a sea of outstretched limbs, all ready to receive me. My father? My mother? Their fingers rimmed with ice, the frostbitten flesh shining in the moonlight. I wept openly and my tears froze on my cheeks. So close. So very close and then I could catch hold of Aunt Aleda and she’d be with me and everything would be right again.

An arm caught around my waist and lifted me bodily up and away. I screamed and stretched out my hands, watching in horror as those fingers receded from me, as the earth broke apart like glass and poured inward over top of them.

“Auntie!” I screamed, clawing at the person who dragged me backward. “AUNT ALEDA!”

My captor was remorseless. It continued to pull me away even as I dug my feet into the ground, as I struggled against the arm around my waist and the other across the bottom of my ribs. They were like an iron cage and I could not budge them, and I was quickly carried away by a strength that was entirely inhuman. I watched helplessly as the frost receded, vanishing back into the earth, spiraling down into the ground, and it took with it all those grasping hands. Whoever held me continued to drag me along until the frost was well out of sight and the cold had entirely vanished and only then did it deposit me on the forest floor.

I sagged, the fight seeping out of me and leaving behind a bone-aching exhaustion. I sat there on my knees, staring numbly at the ground. My body began to shake as the cold finally sank into my awareness, and I noticed the frost coating the backs of my arms. The tears on my frozen cheeks burned.

“She died in that house, Kate,” a voice said gently. “She isn’t here. None of them are.”

“I—I saw her,” I said through my shivering.

“You saw what you wanted to see. They’re gone and you can’t bring them back.”

I don’t think I’ve ever felt so alone.

It—he, I think—knelt behind me. He put an arm around my back, both hands on either shoulder. I smelled evergreen. I knew this being, I realized. I’d met him before—once, when I was a child. And then only a few months ago, when he pulled that thrill-seeking camper out of the frost’s grip. He wasn’t a new entity. He’d been here for a very long time. I just hadn’t properly met him yet.

“Do you remember what I told you when you were a child?” he asked.

“That not many get to choose their death. It doesn’t make it any easier, though, knowing that.”

“It’s not about making their death easier to bear. It’s about honoring their choices and not wishing to undo the decision they’ve made.”

I was silent for a moment, struggling to accept what he’d said. My aunt had chosen to sacrifice herself to satiate the Little Girl. This is an old pattern we all know—the strongest pattern, perhaps. Self-sacrifice. Was it disrespectful, then, to wish she’d let me try to fight the Little Girl? To wish she’d let me flee? To gamble that the Little Girl could be outfought or outrun?

Was it disrespectful to want her back and deny the sanctity of the choice she’d made?

“Were you the person that knocked on my door?” I asked.

“I was.”

“Then… why did you lead me through the woods?”

“I have my reasons.” His tone was pleasant. He let go of my shoulders and stood.

“Wait, what are you?” I asked.

“Not for you to know right now.”

I twisted around to look up at him.

But there was nothing there.

I remained where I was, peering into the darkness as if that would let me catch a glimpse of this entity. Instead, I heard someone calling my name.

It was my brother.

I swore and staggered to my feet and started blundering noisily toward him. Trust me, when there’s a high likelihood that the other party is armed, you want them to hear you coming. Fortunately, I didn’t have far to go. He was startlingly close and I was surprised I hadn’t heard his approach earlier.

“What the heck are you doing out here?” I demanded, once we found each other in the darkness of the woods.

Yes, he was carrying his shotgun. My prudence was warranted.

“Looking for you,” he replied. “One of your staff—Emily—called me saying she’d seen you stalking off into the woods carrying a knife. I was concerned.”

He’d called my cell to find out if I was okay, but I hadn’t answered, which made him afraid that I’d done something dumb. Like go after the Lady with Extra Eyes with no plan. I wasn’t out here doing exactly that, was I?

No of course not. I wouldn’t do something so foolish. He didn’t look convinced.

“Losing Uncle Tobias… that was bad,” he said slowly. “You… didn’t handle it well.”

That was putting it lightly. I decapitated an employee after he died.

“I helped at the campground as much as I could,” Tyler continued, “but I can only do so much. But now, well, Aunt Aleda is dead. And that’s it for our family members who are willing to get deeply involved in the campground’s affairs.”

I still had family I could call on for help, but it wouldn’t be the same. They’re wary. They have lives and families and reasons to lay low and wait the bad year out.

“It’s just me now,” I whispered.

“And me,” he said. “You and me.”

“And Danielle? Will she be okay with that?”

“I told her what she was marrying into,” he said. “We should have known we couldn’t live a normal life.”

I didn’t miss the bitterness in his voice. “Tyler… do you think I’m a bad person?”

“I think you’re the person you were raised to be.”

Which was a very safe answer to give.

“Do you think… Mom was a bad person?”

“I told you that you wouldn’t like what you found in her journal,” he sighed. “Look—our parents were complicated people. Maybe Mom didn’t always make the standard moral choice, but she did what she thought would protect her family.”

And she’d raised me to do the same. To protect the campground. To protect myself.

“I think I’m going to have to follow in her footsteps after all,” I said. “I need to kill the Lady with Extra Eyes if I’m going to ever be safe again.”

I felt sick saying this out loud.

“So that is why you’re out in the woods at night,” he said. “Trying to find a path to her house?”

“No, something knocked on my door… so I followed it—”

I trailed off as something occurred to me.

My visitor had reasons for luring me out into the woods.

Slowly, I turned around and shone the flashlight on what I’d been kneeling in front of. What the entity had brought me to. I hadn’t processed it initially because I was upset and crying and couldn’t see clearly through my tears. But now I could see that before me was the shattered remains of the tree that had once been a person. I didn’t see the cottage belonging to the Lady with Extra Eyes beyond it. The tree was dead and I supposed it simply got… left behind when her home moved locations.

I shone my flashlight down the interior of the tree trunk. It seemed to lose color the deeper the hole went, like it was fading away into gray.

“Mom’s journal mentioned a torch from the gray world,” I whispered. “I know where I need to go.”





A Touch of Gray

Tyler wasn’t thrilled at the thought of me jumping into a tree trunk to steal something from another dimension, but like me, he’d been raised on this campground. He knew how things worked. We’d found the entrance, and if we didn’t act on it immediately, we might never find it again.

“At least take the shotgun,” he insisted, pushing the gun at me.

“You might need it if you’re staying here,” I replied. “Besides, I have a knife.”

“Do you know how to use it?”

“… Not really.”

“Take. The gun.”

I relented. Suitably armed, I stared down into the tree trunk. The fact that I’d been to this gray world once before was hardly reassuring. I didn’t know what was in it. I didn’t know its dangers.

“I wish Mom had written down more about this place,” I said.

“Oh, I’m sure she did. It’s probably just mixed in with Grandma’s banana bread recipe. You know, ‘Beat two eggs with the flour; don’t walk widdershins around the barn after midnight,’ that sort of thing.”

I swung one leg over the edge of the tree.

“Kate,” Tyler ventured nervously. “Do you know what you’re looking for?”

I swung the other leg over and stared down into the hole.

“I’ll know it when I see it.”

Then I slipped off the edge of the broken tree trunk and fell into the gray world.

I stumbled out of the hollow tree into a replica of my campground, unsettling in its complete lack of color. Like I was walking through an old photograph. The forest was eerily quiet. No birds sang, no insects chirped, and even the dead leaves under my feet sounded muffled as I stepped on them.

I had to be smart about this. Wandering aimlessly through the woods was unlikely to take me to where I needed to be. Symbolically, venturing deeper into the forest was always a good guess, but I was starting out in the deep woods. I couldn’t realistically go any farther into the forest than I already was. I was unlikely to find what I was looking for here.

The only other direction, then, was out of the woods—back toward the fields, toward the houses. Where humanity and civilization dwelt and the monsters were the intruders. I supposed that made sense; if I was looking for a weapon against an inhuman, then I was likely to find it there.

I reached the edge of the forest, where the trees thinned and the field began to take over. I averted my eyes from the horizon, remembering what it contained from when I was transformed into a deer. I did not want to see the distant doom that stretched out across the sky and be sucked into that sense of inescapable destruction. My chest was tight just thinking of it. And as I looked down and away, my gaze fell upon a mass of fallen branches, tangled up with dead leaves, with one branch in particular sticking out like a beckoning finger.

I’d know it when I saw it.

I stepped off the road and walked over, staring at the branch uneasily. My mouth was dry. The way it went in folklore was once the hero took their item, a chase immediately ensued. It could be silent and deserted all around, but the owner of the object would know and come flying back to stop the thief, even if they were halfway around the world. I glanced around uneasily. I hadn’t encountered anything in this gray world yet, but that gave me no confidence whatsoever that I was actually alone.

I checked my shoes to make sure they were laced up tight. I checked my escape route to make sure I was oriented correctly to break into a sprint down the road as soon as I pulled the branch free. And I made sure I had a good grip on my brother’s shotgun because I didn’t think he’d let me live it down if I lost it in another dimension.

Then I grabbed the stick, pulled, and ran.

A scream ripped through the air. No—multiple screams—one distant, like the cry of a bird or a human, I couldn’t tell which. And another, like the roar of a lion… from directly behind me.

The air, which had been perfectly still up until now, kicked up. The wind hit my back, mercifully giving me more momentum. I stretched my legs out as far as I could, letting that and gravity carry me forward, hitting a speed I’d never achieved before. Must have been the adrenaline. For all around me, the wind was shaking the trees, sending a cascade of leaves raining down, and the branches rattled like dry bones.

I didn’t dare look behind me, not even to try firing the shotgun. Something was coming for me, something immense, and I didn’t think a gun would do a damn thing. I could only run and hope that it was enough, that I was fast enough and that I remembered the path back to the shattered tree that would take me away from here. I stuck to the road because I didn’t trust my agility enough to navigate the forest in a dead sprint. If I fell, I wouldn’t be getting up again. Doom snapped at my heels and the wind at my back was growing stronger. It screamed in my ears and there was a rhythmic pulse to it, slamming into my shoulders and pushing me farther down the road. My lungs burned, my throat felt like it was on fire, but still I ran. There. Up ahead, the shattered remains of a tree. And then I was running across the forest floor, crushing dry leaves beneath my feet, and I could see my escape route mere yards ahead.

Something swatted me from behind. I went tumbling across the ground, rolling and spinning until I slammed up against the shattered tree trunk. I rolled onto my stomach, groaning with pain. Around me, the trees creaked and the leaves danced into the air as wind began to swirl around me.

I hastily scrambled to my feet, but it was too late. Far too late. A piece of bark whipped through the air, slicing across my cheek, and I hissed in pain as blood began to leak down the side of my face.

“I’m sorry!” I cried, putting my back against the tree. “I had to take it!”

I raised my arm to shield myself as the wind grew into a roar, buffeting my body and throwing my hair back and forth. Small branches battered my arms and I felt stones bounce off my legs. I found the edge of the broken trunk with my hand and shifted my weight up on the ledge, preparing myself to fall backward. But beneath the wind was a rumbling, a guttural growl, and it then resolved into words. I squeezed my eyes shut tight.

“You… took from me.”

I felt the voice in my bones. Like I was being squeezed in an immense fist. Like my ribs would crack under the pressure.

“I am… diminished enough.”

“I’m sorry!” I shrieked. “It was only one branch!”

“I am… already… not whole!”

A roar and the ground beneath me dissolved, the soil ripped out from under my feet by the wind. I fell backward. Down. Into the tree. And I opened my eyes, and above me, I saw a sky as dark as night, the dreary gray expanse covered entirely by wings. Great, black wings that carried the doom of the world. Wings that would consume everything they touched.

And the wind stopped. I lay curled in a fetal position on the ground, and I heard Tyler yelling my name. Slowly, I rolled up into a sitting position. In one hand was Tyler’s gun, my fingers white around the barrel, and in the other hand was… a stick.

“That’s it?” Tyler asked. “That’s what Mom went into the gray world to find?”

I sat there, catching my breath for a good few minutes before I was able to reply.

“Yeah,” I finally said. “I remember her lighting this when she went back to find the Lady with Extra Eyes. This will let me find her—whether she wants to be found or not.”

Mom used it to find her and kill her. And I was about to do the same.

We both glanced uneasily back at the shattered tree trunk. Tyler shone his flashlight down the interior. I saw brown bark and breathed a sigh of relief. I had one chance only and I’d taken it and succeeded, and now the path to the gray world was closed off again. And whatever was inside was trapped there as well.

“I don’t suppose you have a lighter?” I asked.

“No. Do you?”

“Nope.”

I stood there for a moment, fuming in annoyance. I’d have to go all the way back up to the house to get this thing lit. Tyler, on the other hand, seemed relieved by this development.

“Okay, well, we can’t do anything else here tonight,” he said. “I’m going to head on home, and then in the morning, we can figure out what to do next. Call me—but maybe not too early—and we can figure out what to do.”

“Yeah. Sure. Let’s go home. But I, uh, left my four-wheeler a little ways back and need to retrieve it. So you go on ahead.”

That was a lie. My latest four-wheeler—taken from the campground’s dwindling supply—was safe in the garage. But it convinced Tyler to go back to his car by himself, and he insisted on leaving the shotgun with me, as he felt quite safe walking back without it. Safer than I was right now, at least. I smiled, hugged him, and promised to be safe and that I’d call him in the morning.

Then I waited until he was out of sight.

I understood how my mother felt, when she went to kill the lady all alone. She did this because she could be cold and calculating, and she was the best suited to bear the burden of killing someone she’d once trusted. Dad already had putting his own father down resting heavy on his conscience. So Mom did this alone. To protect her family.

So I would do the same. Tyler… he was a new dad. He should be focusing on that, not risking his life to help me kill someone we both adored. I’d take care of this because I was the older sister, because I was the campground manager, and I’d keep him safe.

It didn’t take me long to find a campfire that had been left unattended. I made a mental note to reprimand the campsite the next morning as I turned off the road and toward the faint glow. The campsite was silent as I entered the cluster of tents, walking past limp banners and wooden folding tables covered with half-empty pottery mugs smelling of beer. In the center was their campfire, now reduced to coals.

I shoved the end of the stick in and waited until it caught.

And it flared to life, a deep blue flame like the depths of the ocean, like the sky at dusk right after the sun has vanished over the horizon. All around me, the light faded, the moon overhead diminished, and even the coals at my feet were subdued into crimson rubies, struggling feebly against the darkness my torch had summoned.

Then I turned and walked back into the forest to find and kill the Lady with Extra Eyes.





When Land Becomes Ancient

I can’t say I had a strategy other than “find her and kill her.” Certainly, she had giant spider legs coming out of her back and had managed to put the Man with the Skull Cup in a coma, but she was also vulnerable to guns without her chains. Let me tell you—being able to shoot something is a huge advantage. Most of the creatures that made my list of rules can shrug off bullets. That’s because the ones that can’t don’t stick around long enough to be a threat. We find them. We shoot them. We burn the bodies.

If I could get the jump on the Lady with Extra Eyes—and I was hoping the torch would let me find her house without her knowing I was there—then I could shoot her from a distance. She wouldn’t even get close enough to touch me. I had Tyler’s shotgun and that knife. I reasoned that was enough to do the trick.

Maybe I was being too optimistic. I was angry. I’ll be honest: I don’t plan well when I’m angry. I don’t think things through. I just charge headlong into a situation because I want something else to hurt like I’m hurting. And I did hurt. I’d just lost my aunt. I missed my uncle. It wasn’t even a year since we’d lost him. The Old Sheriff wasn’t holding it against me, but I felt responsible for the loss of his leg. Then there were those broken halves of a skull cup sitting in my living room and the unconscious entity on the staff breakroom sofa. That hurt too and I struggled with that, because according to the way of things he should be my enemy. I should have been glad he was dying.

Instead, I just felt angry. I suppose that’s what betrayal does. It’s like a splinter in your soul, and it digs and digs until you feel that every part of you is sharp with pain.

And me? I turn my pain into anger.

I carry hateful blood in my veins. There is an old anger inside me, born from watching the things around me die and tasting my own helplessness. It’s sour in my mouth and it has long since turned to poison, chewing me up. I hate the things I cannot control. And I use that hatred to destroy them.

I stepped off the road and ventured deeper into the forest.

The unnatural torch plunged the trees around me into a strange half darkness. Their colors were the muted palette of sundown, when the sky robs the world of pigment for its own illuminations. The banners and shields and all the normally colorful heraldry decorating the campsites of the reenactors was stripped of color, like paper cutouts hanging limply in the still air. The shadows from the campsite torches and campfires paled as my torch covered them and I had a queer feeling that they were curving inward toward me, but they appeared normal when I stopped and stared down at them.

Well, as normal as it could be with me holding the anti-torch.

It was difficult to see with no moonlight. The solar lights and campfires weren’t doing much to illuminate the road. I tried getting out a flashlight to see if I could find some kind of compromise, but the beam bent backward and was swallowed up by the branch’s flame.

I kept my gaze locked on the ground and the closest trees as I walked down the path that encircled the deep woods. It was uneasy going, as I wasn’t used to blocking out so much of my surroundings. Situational awareness is important on old land. I walked slowly, listening intently, my heart pounding nervously in my chest.

Then I came across the first of the trees.

I almost missed it. I wonder how many of them I had already walked past and not noticed the subtle clues that there was something… off… about them. This tree had a band of white across its trunk, standing in stark contrast to the bark, that caught my eye moments before the torch swallowed up the light illuminating it. I held the torch at arm’s length and leaned in for a closer look.

Teeth. There were teeth embedded into the tree.

And when I put my ear against the trunk and listened, I heard a heart beating inside.

Somewhat unnerved, I kept going, but this time I watched for more of these. I had only one explanation: the tree in the back of her house wasn’t the only one she’d planted. How many of my campers had she given a second life to? It’s not unusual for recovered bodies to be missing parts. Sometimes what killed them takes pieces or animals scavenge the corpse. Perhaps the Lady with Extra Eyes took some bits of her own and grew them here and there, so that they could live out another lifetime in lieu of the one that had been taken from them.

Now that I knew what I was looking for, it was easy to identify them. Branches that looked like fingers and, upon closer inspection, had fingernails growing at the tips. Nodules in the wood that had eyelashes and blinked at me when I drew close. Limbs broken off in some storm that left behind scars that looked like thick knots of tissue. Sap the color of dried blood. I wasn’t afraid of the trees. I wasn’t disturbed by them either. I just felt… sad. Each of these had once been a person.

There were too many for my liking. Some had been growing for a long time.

There was another disconcerting detail that I noticed. The trees all had spiderwebs. Not excessively so, but certainly more than the trees around them. The spiders took no notice of me, remaining on their web or stationary on the tree itself, depending on what method of hunting they used. These trees were also free of any sign of insect damage—their leaves were unblemished, their bark showed no sign of infestation. It seemed that the lady tended her garden far beyond the borders of her house, in her own way.

I was examining a tree with branches that were curved like the muscle of a forearm when I noticed that it was moving and not because of a breeze. I stepped back, startled, and watched. The trunk of the tree twisted, as if rotating on a spine, and one of those branches shifted slightly to the side. The twigs curled backward until only one remained pointing deeper into the woods.

That way. The message couldn’t be clearer. I stammered thanks to the tree and continued on. The next tree did the same, this time bending at its waist and its face—marked only by a hollow with edges that remind me of lips—turned toward the direction I should go. In this manner I continued on through the forest, led onward by these silent sentinels that the lady had left littered throughout my land.

Perhaps they didn’t know I was there to kill her.

Or perhaps they did.

The trees began to grow thicker. Now it seemed that every other tree was once a person, and they stretched and twined and huddled and I thought I saw the figures of the people they once were in their silhouettes. The spiders were denser as well, their webs spanning from branch to branch and tree to tree. They clawed the moss off one, they tore the roots out from poison oak trying to climb another. And when I was fully surrounded by this macabre garden and its skittering caretakers, I saw a clearing up ahead.

The lady’s house sat innocuously before me. A thin plume of smoke curled up from the chimney. I angled my approach to come at the house from the back, where there were no windows. The tree that was once a person lay broken in a pile, the trunk split in half and the branches cracked apart. Mushrooms covered the mound and the stench of rot hung heavy in the air. I gagged and tried to avoid breathing through my nose. This wasn’t the scent of decaying wood. It was the stench of meat.

I crept around it, sidling along the side of the house toward the front. I’m not sure what I expected the torch to reveal when the darkness touched the flowers. Maybe the ground would be rotten, like it had been when she was the Lady in Chains. But nothing changed, the flowers bent around my ankles as I shuffled through them, lush and healthy. There was no rotten underside and that made me uneasy, because the unnatural world is one of the few places where symbolism can be trusted to tell the truth.

These creatures do not share the same moral code that humanity does. Was killing me the right thing to do?

It is harder to hate things that are merely acting according to their nature. And I would need my hatred to see this through.

I crept past the window on the front of the house by crawling. The smell of the flowers was nearly overwhelming, this close to the ground. At the entrance to the house, I laid down the torch, as I would need both hands for this. Then I rose, readying my shotgun, and I took a deep breath. I reached inside to where I keep all that anger bottled up, all that unfairness and the sense that this is not right, us being hunted by creatures we cannot even fight.

It is the way of the world. But that does not make me hate it less.

I kicked the door open. It banged against the wall and I was through it before it had a chance to rebound. The Lady with Extra Eyes sat at the table and she rose, all her eyes wide with surprise. Across her face was a jagged scar, still healing, puffy and swollen. It had been made with a crude weapon, a rough edge instead of a blade.

Like the cracked bone of a skull that had been broken in two.

There was no time to observe anything else. That was the only thing I took in—the sight of her shocked face, frozen in surprise, and the ugly scar left by the Man with the Skull Cup. Then I raised the shotgun and fired it at her face.

She pitched backward in a spray of blood. It splattered on the ground in thick droplets, and I felt my feet slip beneath me as I ran forward, clutching the shotgun with one hand. I kept my balance, however, and drew the knife as I closed with the reeling lady.

I seized her by the front of her blouse. The same one I had thrown over her head while she was the Lady in Chains.

Then I stabbed her in the heart. I felt the bone knife catch on her rib cage, I levered it up and the point went through, and blood bubbled forth, staining her clothing and my hand alike.

There. It was done. A few seconds of anger was all I needed.

And then it slipped away and drained; I stumbled backward. I felt empty. Like the anger had swept through as a flood and left nothing behind but barren mud.

The Lady with Extra Eyes stared down at the knife in her chest. She took one step backward. Half her eyes were closed and her face was awash in blood from the shotgun blast. Not dead, though. Clearly, I’d overestimated how effective guns really were on her. I fumbled to reload and belatedly realized that Tyler hadn’t given me any ammunition to go with the gun.

Well, fuck.

Tentatively, she raised a hand to the knife and with trembling fingers, she wrapped her hand around it. Her lips moved, but no words came out.

Then her shaking stopped. She drew her spine straight and her shoulders back, and I felt dread grip my chest like a vise.

“Oh, Kate,” she sighed. “That’s not how this works.”

Then she ripped the knife free from her own chest and threw it at the wall. It spun through the air and struck the wall, burying halfway into the wood. I hesitated, wondering if I had time to run for the torch I’d left outside. But the knife that could cut her chains, that was made with the bone of my kin, had done nothing. What could the torch possibly do? I was out of weapons.

“Let’s talk,” she said. “Okay? We’ll just talk.”

She reached up and from the rafters descended a number of spiders. They landed on her outstretched fingers and scurried down her arm, up her neck, and onto her face. They began to weave, spinning silk from one side of each open wound to the other, teasing the flesh back together and filling the holes left by the buckshot with webbing.

“I understand what you’re trying to do,” she continued. “I can’t blame you, really. You want to survive. But have you considered what your survival will do to everyone around you? This is a bad year, after all.”

“We’ve survived bad years before,” I growled.

I took a step toward the door and there was a crackling sound and the skin on her shoulders bulged slightly, sharp edges emerging from the bones beneath. She smiled at me and I stopped where I was. Those legs. The spider legs that came from her back. She was ready to kill me if I tried to flee, and this time, I didn’t have the Man with the Skull Cup lurking nearby to save me.

“Killing me won’t make the bad year go away, you know,” she said. “If anything, it’ll make it worse because I won’t be around to protect those campers who I can.”

“Like the grocer? Or the other people you killed?”

She carefully seated herself at the table and gestured for me to join her. I compromised by standing behind the chair, placing my hands on the back, but not sitting down.

“I’m willing to believe the chains are a curse,” I continued, “but you chose them, didn’t you? Just like when you killed my grandfather.”

“They’re a weapon. I am not averse to using a weapon I despise. I think you are starting to understand this.”

My gaze instinctively slid over to where the knife was stuck in the wall. Yes. I thought I did understand.

“Nor am I averse to making small sacrifices here and there,” she whispered. “How do you humans say it? ‘The ends justify the means.’ ”

“What end? What justifies what you did?”

“The bad year won’t end,” she hissed, “until you die. You are the cause of it.”

I told her she was lying, instinctively, and she sat there quietly and waited while I searched my memory for a time she had ever lied to me.

“This isn’t just a bad year,” she continued. “It’s the worst year. And it’s because of you. Don’t you understand what you’re doing? What you’ve done?”

No. I didn’t understand. And she let me flounder for a bit, searching for patterns, for things I could have done—for things I did wrong. I’d done a lot of unusual things that my family typically didn’t do—I’d fought and won against the monsters we didn’t think could be killed. It seemed like that would be a catalyst, for it was rare that a human killed one of these inhuman things and perhaps the symbolism in that act was a turning point. But was that really the cause?

I didn’t know. Finally, I looked up and met the Lady with Extra Eyes’s gaze. The spiders continued to weave and the bleeding had mostly stopped by now. I saw more nestled in the gaping wound left by my knife, packing gauzy lines into her chest. She seemed wholly unbothered by this process, even as they slipped inside and under her flesh to continue their work.

“This land is turning ancient,” she said.

Ancient land. When these inhuman things claimed the land down to its bones and they became something like gods, ruling over it in totality, shaping it to their whims. The dark places of the world where humanity dared not go and could not give name to the reasons why, other than a feeling of being an outsider. Of being unwanted. Trespassing.

“I thought… there was more time,” I stammered.

“There was. You accelerated the process.”

This time, she didn’t have to say why. I knew. I knew exactly why this was happening now.

The guidebooks. I’d… been writing about my land. And the campers had been reading them—you’ve been reading them—and those campers had been telling others about these stories. That made this land more than what it was. All of you—what, thousands at this point? More? I’m not even sure—all of you out there reading these and thinking about this place, building it up in your minds, giving it attention and significance…

I feel like I should have realized this. I knew this could happen to the creatures living here, that naming them could give them permanence, but I didn’t think… it could affect the land itself. I just… wanted people to know so that they’d be careful both on my land and in other old places where inhuman things hunt. But it seemed I’d destroyed my family’s legacy in doing so, for ancient land cannot be controlled by human hands.

It is controlled by whatever being of power claims it.

And the Lady with Extra Eyes intended to be that one. Just as the Man with No Shadow had. Just as everything on this land wanted.

Finally, I sat down. I pulled out the chair with shaking hands and collapsed. Ancient land. I never imagined it would happen in my lifetime—and certainly not that I would be the one to cause it.

“Do you think I am evil, Kate?” the lady asked.

“I didn’t. I don’t know anymore.”

Half of her eyes closed and she smiled sadly.

She rose and turned away from me, and I tensed, wondering if this was my opportunity. Could I take her head off? Would that do the trick? Could I even get to my knife before those legs burst out of her back and she, I don’t know, impaled me with one?

She went to the shelves and started taking down a canister of tea and some other herbs.

“I thought you would understand better than this,” she sighed. “You’ve always been a little selfish, though. Easier for other people to be sacrificed out of necessity than to sacrifice yourself. I can’t blame you. You are human, after all, and it is a mortal thing to cling to life.”

Tea. She was making tea. I’d just stabbed her in the chest, and now here she was, planning to kill me, but first making tea. She wasn’t even trying to hide the herbs she added to it.

“Here are your options,” she said as she waited for the water to boil. “You can continue to fight, and the land will grow more restless, more violent, and eventually something will succeed and you will die. You could sell the land, but I don’t think you will, and it is not a remedy. The land will become ancient. What has been set in motion cannot be undone. Whatever claims it will have to do so by asserting dominance over everything else, instead of merely killing you. Selling it invites chaos.”

She took the teapot off the fire and poured a single cup of tea. She rose and held it with both hands, facing me.

“Most of the creatures in this land are cruel. You are cruel. The land, too, will become cruel under their rule. The town will suffer. All will suffer. This world does not need another malevolent ancient.”

“What’s in that cup?” I asked in a low voice. I knew. I wanted her to say it.

“You will fall asleep. I’ll cut your throat and you won’t know it. It will be peaceful. There are some in your family who have chosen their time to die. You have the same choice to make.”

She extended both hands, offering me the cup. Let her kill me and then she would become an ancient thing, ruling over this land. Would she remake it? Would it be like her cottage, smelling of tea and herbs and blanketed with flowers? Or would it be the still, silent graveyard with the sentinel trees that marked a life lost? Neither would be so bad.

Few things in this world are fully good or evil. Even the kind things in this world are prone to acts of cruelty when the rules are not followed.

Ancient land creates ancient things. And there were worse things that could become the ancient thing that rules over this campground than the Lady with Extra Eyes.

Is this what Perchta meant when she said I could save everyone? Was her stitch not a warning, but a suggestion?

The Lady with Extra Eyes stood waiting, her hands outstretched.

I am my mother’s daughter. I was raised to inherit this land, to bow to no power, and to fight. She kindled in me an anger, a hatred, and a ruthlessness to do the things that others won’t. I didn’t know if I wanted to be like that anymore. I’d hurt too many people and lost too many others. But there was another instinct I’d inherited, one that I wasn’t ready to throw away.

I think… when my mother left the window open… it was not her intention to die. Perhaps it was an accident or perhaps it was a shot at taking out the Little Girl so that I would be free of the curse… but I do not think she invited her death.

Because as I sat there, considering the cup, considering my own death, something flared up inside of my chest. It wasn’t anger. That burns like a fire inside me and I am familiar with its heat. This was the white light of the sun, a searing heat beyond heat. If the rules of the world say that we are but prey to these inhuman things, then I will rewrite the rules and make them into what I want them to be.

I would not accept the options the Lady with Extra Eyes had presented to me. I would not choose this as my time to die.

My body moved almost on instinct. I felt like I was floating. I wanted to laugh. I lunged for the wall of the small cabin and my fingers closed on the smooth porcelain of the teapot that sat on the shelf. The same teapot that had been sitting all alone on the table when she was the Lady in Chains.

There are never coincidences when dealing with these creatures.

I seized it and it felt warm. There was a tremor on its surface, originating from inside.

A pulse.

Another.

And another.

The steady beating of a living heart.

The lady stood frozen in fear, all her eyes wide as they pleaded with me to stop. They silently begged me, and I thought of all the times I’d come to this house and had tea with her, how I would play in the tree in the back as a child, how she’d helped me and so many others.

I thought of my grandfather. Of my father with his rifle. But most of all, I thought of the tea she clutched in trembling fingers.

Is it selfish of me to want to live?

I smashed the teapot on the ground.

The Lady with Extra Eyes exhaled, the air escaping from her lungs, and she did not breathe in again. Her knees buckled and then she fell forward, landing face down on the ground. At my feet, the heart lying in the shattered remains of the teapot beat once, then paused, a softer convulsion, and then another pause, and then one last faint tremor, and then it, too, was still and silent.

One more thing to do. I moved mechanically, walking past the body of the lady and to the wall. I pulled my knife free and returned to the heart. I knelt and with the tip of the blade, I cut the heart open.

A spider uncurled from inside. It spread thin, spindly legs and lifted itself out, its body as large as my hand. It turned its head up toward me and stared at me with a multitude of eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “Maybe next time I see you it’ll be on better terms.”

The spider turned, crawled through the broken pieces of the teapot, scurried to the wall, and vanished through a crack.

Then I took my knife and severed the lady’s head. Skull of my enemy, forcibly taken. A suitable replacement. I buried the rest of her body in the grave of her predecessor.





My Cup Runneth Over

The last day of SWORD was chaos, as always. The dumpsters overflowed with futon mattresses, broken chairs, and other assorted debris that people didn’t want to drag home. There were only two traffic jams I had to send staff to untangle, entirely resulting from people ignoring the one-way signs. But as the day progressed and the campground steadily emptied out, the campsites were left quiet and lifeless, the only sign of the campers’ presence being the patches of dead grass from where their tents had stood. And at the end of the day, I returned home with Beau in the wheelbarrow and a suggestion box tucked under one arm. I’d set it out at the gate, and as people were leaving, my staff posted at the exit asked each vehicle for their input.

“Okay, buddy,” I said, seating myself on the sofa across from where the Man with the Skull Cup lay unconscious. “Let’s find out what your name is going to be.”

I dumped the contents of the suggestion box out onto the coffee table and began sorting the responses.

The next day, I set to turning the Lady with Extra Eyes’s skull into a new cup. Part of me recoiled at the thought because the Man with the Skull Cup was a monster, and I’d been raised to kill the ones we could, appease the others, and avoid the rest. The Lady with Extra Eyes had been the only exception and now she was dead by my own hand. Maybe it would be better if I treated everything I crossed paths with like that—an enemy, useful for a short time, but something to be destroyed at the first opportunity. All I had to do to destroy the Man with the Skull Cup was… nothing.

I’d left the skull outside until I could find someone that had beetles and wouldn’t ask questions and could get it cleaned. Turned out that was unnecessary because the next day, Bryan’s dogs showed up and they ate every scrap of meat off of that thing. I’m trying hard not to think about that too much.

I scraped some of the dried flecks of blood off the old cup into the new. Blood that was already there. I gave some of my own blood for “blood freely given.” And for the “blood forcibly taken,” I went to visit the Old Sheriff and stabbed him in the arm while we were having coffee together. He just stared at the small wound for a minute, sighed, and extended his arm so I could collect the blood in the cup.

“You said you’d help save the Man with the Skull Cup,” I reminded him.

“I kind of meant that I’d help you shoot something,” he said.

He was pretty annoyed that I hadn’t involved him in any of my plans. He would have helped, he said. But I said I had it handled, and in the kitchen behind him, Sorcha was giving me a thumbs-up, which I suppose means that she wasn’t wanting him to go tromping through the woods until he was fully capable with his prosthetic either.

Once the cup was filled (and it seemed odd that it was full, given how little blood I had actually put in there), I took it home and brought it to the Man with the Skull Cup. The peppermint covering my house was shriveling, turning brown and dropping its leaves onto the ground. I brushed it off him and sat down on the edge of the sofa, next to his chest.

It was a transactional relationship that we had. He didn’t like me and I didn’t care about him. All he wanted was a name. I could trust that. So long as I gave him what he wanted, he wouldn’t betray me.

“Okay, Beau,” I sighed. “Time to wake up.”

I put the cup to his lips and poured a small amount into his mouth. His throat moved as he instinctively swallowed and then I waited nervously, heart pounding, hoping that it would work. A minute passed. I fretted, wondering if perhaps I did something wrong, or if it was all futile and nothing could fix this. Then… his eyes snapped open. Just—bam—awake. Like flipping a light switch on. His hand shot up and gripped the cup, his fingers closing over mine, his rings digging painfully against my bones.

“All right, all right!” I snapped, “Jeez, let me let go at least.”

I carefully extricated my fingers from his grasp and stood. He swung his legs over the edge of the sofa and glanced around, his gaze lingering on the broken pieces of his former cup lying nearby. Then he examined his new skull, turning it around and around, peering at it intently. He frowned.

“This is going to make it harder for me to convince campers to drink out of it,” he said unhappily.

Okay, I admit the new cup is a lot creepier, what with the multitude of eye sockets and all.

“You owe me some answers,” I said.

He glanced at me in disdain, his eyes narrowed.

“I owe you nothing,” he replied. “I saved your life repeatedly, at great cost to myself.”

“I just killed something I thought was my friend,” I snarled, my hand falling to my knife, “and I’m feeling like maybe I’m up to taking on something else. You’re going to answer my questions. Why did you kill my cousin?”

“Someone had to.”

Then, because my face flushed with impending rage, he sighed and elaborated.

“The person who inherits the land has to be worthy of it. I wasn’t convinced of his capability—and I was right. Do you understand how disastrous it would be if this land were in the hands of someone incapable of surviving it right now?”

If there was a backup plan… if I hadn’t struggled so hard to be the perfect heir to the campground… if everything hadn’t fallen on my shoulders and demanded I rise to the occasion… then perhaps I wouldn’t have survived the Lady with Extra Eyes.

“Did you know the land was becoming ancient?” I asked.

His expression cleared. The anger at my tone vanished, replaced by a calm gravity. And he answered me.

He knew. He didn’t know what was causing the change, just that I was the root of it. So I told him. I told him about the guidebook and how I’m sharing it with campers, and I asked him if I stopped, would that help? The lady had said it wouldn’t stop the process… but could I at least slow it?

“No. There is already too much… momentum.”

He searched for the word and I think it was an inadequate explanation, but the only one he could offer.

“Besides,” he said, his look growing narrow, and I felt the hair on the back of my neck prickle, “I would not permit it. There’s something I want from you. You’ve already given me part of it. I have an appearance now.”

I frowned for a moment, puzzling that out. Then it hit me—he looked the same to everyone now. The hospital was afraid to put him in the MRI because they saw him as I did—covered in piercings and wearing rings.

“And now you want a name, I know,” I sighed. “I put out a suggestion box. Hope you like ‘Beau.’ Is that it? Are we done with each other now?”

“No. There’s more to it.” He hefted the skull cup. “You refilled it.”

I stared at him for a long moment. And then…

“Oh fuck,” I whispered, covering my mouth with my hands. “Did I… marry you?”

Look it’s not like the staff hadn’t been joking about it for days now, no doubt egged on by Sorcha. That’s how “Beau” wound up on the list of suggestions. Beau. Boyfriend.

I hate my employees sometimes.

“No,” he replied dryly. “But we are connected.”

“But the name is all you want from me, right?” I asked nervously.

He stared at me for a long moment, his stare cold and his eyes unblinking. A name, yes, he wanted that. But I felt like there was something more to it. Under the strain of his disapproving silence, I had a temporary lapse of sound judgment and decided to try provoking him into an answer.

That’s right. I asked if he was going to make me bear his demon babies someday.

He seriously thought about it. Longest minute of my life. Then he said that he would if he thought it would actually get him what he wanted.

So I gotta figure this shit out before I wind up at a parent-teacher conference to discuss my child’s tendency to poison classmates with his juice box and have I considered teaching him that maybe sharing really isn’t caring?

Then the Man with the Skull Cup asked me a question. What did I plan to do now? The land was becoming ancient, and my so-called bad year would never stop, not so long as I was alive. Not until something claimed this land.

“What are you going to do?” he asked. “Are you going to let something here kill you and ascend, once you are too tired to keep fighting? Or are you going to flee and abdicate the land to whatever ancient thing claims it first?”

He watched me intently, his expression carefully blank. I felt like the question itself was a test of some kind.

“Well,” I said thoughtfully, “I’d kind of like to die from old age. My family has managed old land for generations. Maybe I can manage old land that’s becoming ancient. The only thing I know for certain is that I’m not willing to die or simply walk away.”

“Or,” he suggested quietly, “you could eliminate those things that you know for certain you do not want to control the land. Destroy them, one by one, until only the creatures that you want remain.”

All my family dies to something on this land. I could choose my death. Years from now. Decades from now. A real choice, not the false one offered by the Lady with Extra Eyes, who painted my options so narrowly that the cup seemed the only reasonable decision.

Perchta said I could save them all. She didn’t say what the timeline was.

“Is that why you’re helping me?” I snapped. “You got your name, but that isn’t enough? Do you want to be the one to kill me?”

He didn’t reply.

“Get out of my house,” I sighed. “I don’t intend to let you or anything else kill me anytime soon.”

He left without another word, and a few hours later, Emily notified me over the radio that one of my employees was being violently sick just outside the camp barn store and she’d seen a man in a black hoodie walking away from the scene.



Tyler came by a few days later, deeply upset that I’d lied to him and gone out after the Lady with Extra Eyes by myself. Upset… but not surprised. I let him yell for a bit, not really listening, because it all felt like distant concerns now—being an aunt, his wife’s guilt for cutting me out of their growing family—none of that would matter if I couldn’t handle what was coming for me.

“Our land is turning ancient,” I said, in a lull in the conversation.

Across from me at the kitchen table, Tyler went still. His eyes darted wildly from side to side, trying to look at anything but the expression on my face. Because I was the sibling that dealt with everything, I was the sibling that was brave, and right then, I knew that my fear was written all over my face.

“We—we were supposed to have more time,” he finally said.

“We thought we had more time,” I corrected. “We never knew the timeline.”

“Then you have to sell it,” he said urgently. “I know you don’t want to, but, Kate, releasing all those creatures into the town will be better than having some—something ancient take residence here!”

“I can’t sell it,” I said. “And it’s not because of my pride or anything like that. The Lady with Extra Eyes… she said it’s too late. It’s started and nothing we can do can stop it.”

He stared at the table for a long time. His hands remained limp on its surface, his body motionless with hopeless resignation. He knew what I was going to choose. It was the same choice I always made.

“So you’re going to stay here,” he said.

Because if I didn’t, if I abandoned the land now and let it sit empty, then some ancient evil thing would take control. Its influence would spread and what happened to the grocery store would seem trivial compared to what would happen to the entire town in the ensuing years.

“Not all ancient things are evil,” I said. “I just need to wait until the right one comes along. Until then, it’ll just be campground management as usual.”

“During an unending bad year.”

“I’ll adjust,” I said quietly. “That’s what our family does, isn’t it? We figure it out, no matter what it takes.”

I’m a campground manager. My land is becoming ancient. My family has always believed that when that happened, we would have to abandon the land for no mortal hand could control it. It would belong to an ancient thing and if it was evil—and many ancient things are—then the town would slowly die as the creature’s influence poisoned the hearts and the souls and the earth beneath the feet of the people who lived here. I wonder if my ancestors had similar conversations when the land became old. If they believed that no mortal could live on old land and survive.

Yet here we are.

I don’t know if the land can be saved. But I intend to try.

I’ve changed rule number ten.


RULE #10: If you come across spiders—especially ones that are abnormally large—please leave them alone. They tend to the trees.


I might have followed in my mother’s footsteps and killed the Lady with Extra Eyes, but that didn’t mean I had to continue walking in them. The lady had believed that it was too late for me, that I’d chosen violence too readily and too easily, and that it was better that I die like my grandfather and that she—a mostly benevolent creature—take control of the land before something else did.

Maybe she wasn’t so dissimilar from me. She chose to become the Lady in Chains because she believed the ends would be worth the means. I, too, found justifications for the harm I caused.

I can’t say for certain what her nature truly is. Is she good because of the people she saves, even if all she can do is let them be reborn as a tree? Is she evil because of the deaths she causes as the Lady in Chains? Perhaps there is no answer and she’s as messy and complicated as we humans are. I’d like to give her another chance and maybe someday I’ll find out.

I expect there will be more inhuman things I have to kill. The land is turning ancient, after all, and every creature that wants to ascend will be coming for me. Could be the Harvesters next, or the Dancers, or even newly named Beau. But as my father demonstrated, compassion didn’t mean weakness, and I’m not about to reject all my mother’s teachings. She taught me to fight. And I will fight. Oh, will I ever.

Because I choose to live.

And I’ve got a campground to run.
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