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For my father, who taught me to be kind.





RULES TO HELP YOU SURVIVE YOUR CAMPING EXPERIENCE


	Cheap tents and pop-ups are not designed for weather. One strong breeze is enough to collapse or flip them. If you insist on using a pop-up, weigh it down and stake it so it doesn’t go flying off and turn into a hazard.

	If you see some children trying to sell ice with no wagon to carry it in, do not try to help them by giving them a wagon. You will only make them more dangerous and everyone—especially the campground manager—will be angry at you for it.

	Fairy rings are generally benign. If there are the remains of a small animal inside the ring, however, inform camp management immediately.

	If you’re approached by a man offering you a drink from a cup made out of a humanoid skull, accept. It will taste foul and you will not be able to eat without vomiting for the next twenty-four hours. If you call him by his name, Beau, he may act more kindly to you.

	The large black dogs are not wolves. They belong to a campground employee. Ask before trying to pet them.

	Fully extinguish all campfires before leaving them unattended. This includes thoroughly dousing coals.

	If you are wandering the campsite with friends and you discover that one has gone missing, contact camp staff immediately. Under no circumstances should you try to find them yourselves, not even if you discover that they’re only a short distance away. That might not actually be your friend.

	Keep a close eye on your possessions—especially alcohol and cigarettes—when in the presence of children. Even infants can be thieves.

	The roads leading into the woods are unpaved. Be mindful of where roads have turned into mud after a rainstorm. We can pull your car out with the tractor if it gets stuck, but we’d rather not.

	There are no horses in Goat Valley. Be cautious if you see something that looks like a horse—especially if you have siblings.







Welcome to Goat Valley

I run a private campground. It has been passed down for generations. It’s old land, which has made it a haven for inhuman things. The creatures that have hunted humanity for generations are drawn to this place; its cumulative history whispers to them and invites them home. New creatures, too, find shelter here, a respite from the struggle to survive in a world that they don’t quite belong in yet.

But now it seems the land is becoming ancient, which can bring darker, deeper things. It is transforming into a nexus of lore and age, a wellspring of potential, and whatever lays claim to it can shape it to their will, for good or ill. There are many ancient places in our world. They belong to gods and demons and all the great and terrible things we tell ourselves are mere figments of the past, so that we can sleep better at night.

My land knows otherwise. In its shadows it harbors creatures created from human fears and sustained by human blood.

And my campground is sustained by human money, so I charge people to camp here.

Okay, that sounds bad, but hear me out. The world is a dangerous place—there are still creatures roaming the forests and in the dark parts of our towns and cities. They are too entrenched in the fabric of humanity for us to ever be safe from them. At least on my campground, I have means to protect my visitors. I do a lot to contain the monsters, even if that puts me at risk. My extended family helps, although the campground has taken more than its normal pound of flesh recently. My family dies at the hands of the creatures on this campground as a rule, and it has claimed my aunt, my uncle, and my cousin. So many in less than a year. It’s little wonder that the rest of my relatives are wary of setting foot here. I have my brother at least… but he just had a daughter, so I’m loath to ask him to help.

My staff is also capable of dealing with monsters. My most experienced employee is Bryan, with his pack of enormous and definitely not normal black dogs. And then there’s the town, although their help is sometimes reluctant and requires close management. The most reliable was the Old Sheriff, but he retired. Then his replacement—a.k.a. the New Sheriff—wasn’t very good at his job and got himself turned into something inhuman because of me. Thus, the town just doesn’t have a sheriff right now. I’ve asked the Old Sheriff to come back, but he kind of lost a leg—also because of me—and is struggling to adjust to wearing a prosthesis. So.



That just leaves me and my list of rules. I send it to everyone who registers to camp here. There’s the usual advice for people inexperienced with camping who might not realize that it gets very dark out here and tent ropes aren’t visible, so maybe leave clear pathways so someone doesn’t take nylon to the neck at three in the morning. And then there are the more unusual rules, the ones specific to the creatures that exist only here, such as Beau and his skull cup.

Listen. I didn’t pick that name—it was decided on by a poll among my staff. At least “Sippy Cup Bae” didn’t rank any higher than third place.

Rules only go so far, though. I’ve learned that the hard way, over and over again. People panic. They forget things. Or they ignore the rules, or they don’t even bother to read them at all.

So I have my guidebooks, because we can all remember stories.

But last season the guidebooks were the problem.

Or I should say they are the problem. Old land becomes ancient when it gains a higher level of significance—when it outgrows its local region and takes on near-mythical status, something I have inadvertently hastened with these guidebooks.

There is no way to stop it. What’s done is done. I can only continue to warn people, to teach, and to fight so that this campground can persevere for as long as possible. So that I can make it safe as I shepherd it into its next stage of life.

I admit that this is a bit of a change for me. I always viewed campers who didn’t follow the rules as a bit of a nuisance. Their deaths meant a day’s worth of gruesome cleanup and some paperwork. A hassle, but no different from any other frustration that comes with running the campground, like someone loading a staff four-wheeler into their pickup and transporting it halfway across the campground for laughs (you know who you are and I’m very upset with you).

I suspect that was my mother’s influence. My mother, who was so quick to kill anything she perceived as a threat to the people she loved. It was my father who taught me to love the land and to have compassion for the creatures within it.

His lessons just took a little longer to stick, is all.

I’m a campground manager. I take care of my employees, I protect the town, and I do what I can to protect my campers from the terrors in the dark part of the forest. I can fight, as my mother taught me, and I carry the knowledge of where these creatures come from that my father taught me. I can only hope that this is enough, for my land is turning ancient, and ancient land calls to ancient things.

And my rules might not be enough to keep you safe.






PART 1 Late Summer

Goat Valley doesn’t get much rain during this time of year, which makes for lovely camping but also creates forest-fire conditions. Enjoy your s’mores, but be sure to extinguish campfires fully and soak the coals with water to cool them off before retiring to your tent for the night. While campground staff may sometimes be seen using fire to eliminate unnatural hazards, it is always done in controlled conditions to prevent the spread of fire.

[image: ]







Don’t Try to Do My Job

The campground was turning ancient. This was bigger than I felt equipped to deal with, so I did what every campground manager before me had done when confronted with a massive problem. I called upon my extended family.

It was the most unproductive meeting I’d ever run in my life. Normally I try to keep things moving and cut off pointless conversations, but people would just not move on. In retrospect, perhaps I should have handled it differently. Tossed “The land is turning ancient!” in like a hand grenade and then dismissed the meeting for a week to let everyone digest it. Instead, I gave them that update at the beginning and then naively tried to start in on my proposal on how to handle it, only for the attendees to spend TWO HOURS in what I can only describe as hand-wringing, navel-gazing denial.

“Okay, but can you really trust that the land is turning ancient?” Great-Aunt Lorna protested. “Didn’t the Lady with Extra Eyes tell you this? Didn’t she try to kill you?”

“Ye-es, but murderous intent doesn’t automatically make you a liar. I’ve murdered people. Does that make me a liar?”

Everyone glanced around at one another uncomfortably.

“Not… habitually,” Great-Aunt Lorna replied.

Wow. Okay. Rude. I only routinely lie to campers.

“Maybe,” a second-cousin-twice-removed-I-don’t-fucking-even-know-how-we’re-related said from the back, “if you hadn’t killed the Lady with Extra Eyes we could have asked her for more information. Maybe if you weren’t such an asshole you could have resolved things peacefully.”

Anyway that’s when I lost my temper. I told them that I owned the land; that I was the reason none of them had to live in the main house, where the Little Girl and the Beast waited for their blood every night; and that the land was turning ancient and that this was how I’d decided to handle it. Because the Little Girl had killed my mother and the Beast had killed my father. They were my curse.

The last fifteen minutes of the meeting was spent with me outlining the plan to a room full of hostile silence, and then I dismissed the meeting because it was clear no one was going to provide productive commentary. My extended family filed out, muttering among themselves and avoiding looking at me. At least I wouldn’t have to decline very many invitations to Thanksgiving this year.



I lingered behind as everyone was leaving, waiting for the building to empty out so I could lock it and then call my brother, Tyler, to give him the full report. He was watching over his newborn daughter, Colleen, that evening and couldn’t make the meeting. I’d barely pulled the keys out of my pocket when the camp radio crackled.

“Someone tried to drive off the Children with No Wagon,” Bryan said.

“Oh no.”

Most people sensibly ignore the small pack of children carrying bags of ice around when they show up at a campsite looking for a buyer. It helps that they look rather creepy, standing there in utter silence, not smiling, waiting for someone to hand them money and take a bag of ice in exchange.

“They threw a whole bucket of water on them and the Children all screamed and ran away down the road. I think they might be pissed off,” Bryan continued.

“Oh no.”

On the whole, the people who camp here are decent folks. I’ve probably given you all a slanted view of my campers because I only talk about the worst of them. For instance, the kind who feel they are somehow smart enough to get away with anything, the sort you look at and think, Ah yes, this is someone who needs a swift punch to the teeth by Madame Consequences.

Around here, she wears brass knuckles.

It was late in the season, but we were still getting large amounts of people on our open camping weekends as the weather grew steadily cooler. I asked Bryan where this individual was located. It was time to pay a visit in person and ask just what, exactly, the hell he was thinking.

He was camping alone, his tent staked at the edge of the deep woods and far from other people. He didn’t seem that interesting to me as he walked up to my four-wheeler, other than having a rather punchable face. I know that I was biased at the time, but I really do think you’d agree with me. He had the kind of face that just begs for a black eye and a broken nose.

“Why did you throw a bucket of water on some kids?” I asked. “And why shouldn’t I evict you from the campground right here and now?”

“Those aren’t normal children. And it wasn’t just water—it was holy water.”

“That’s… worse.”

He shrugged nonchalantly.

“Oh yeah, well, I read your guidebooks and I figured maybe a bit of holy water would get rid of them. I mean, they’re clearly ghosts. Holy water works on the undead.”

He sounded rather pleased with himself. I took a short breath and counted to ten but only got to three.

“We don’t have ghosts on the campground,” I said, my hands curling into fists. “Believe me—I’d have seen them by now, and I haven’t.”

“But—they kind of sizzled when the holy water hit them.”

“And now they’re pissed off! Fuck it! Get off the campground! I want you gone in an hour.”

I stalked away before I did something really regrettable.

I almost made it to my four-wheeler before my mind calmed enough to come up with a rational—better—idea than mere eviction. Last time the Children had been unleashed I’d had to murder someone to stop them. I was now making an effort to avoid killing people, but perhaps this camper could be useful to me in another way. I turned around and went back to where he stood forlornly by his tent, apparently confused as to why I wasn’t thanking him for his “assistance.” I stalked right past him, stuck my head in his tent, and swiped his car keys before he could realize what was happening.

I dangled them in front of me. He took a step toward them and I fixed him with a stare intended to remind him that I had killed people for less and I would do the same to him if he tried anything else.

“These stay with me,” I said. “You get them back when you pacify the Children with No Wagon. You caused this problem, so now you get to figure it out.”

“But—”

“Don’t whine to me,” I snapped. “You were clever enough to figure out the holy water, right? So now you get to figure out this problem.”

He followed me to my four-wheeler, protesting the whole way. Didn’t I see how they ran off? It’d worked, obviously, right? I ignored him and left him to contemplate his bad decisions.



Two hours later, he showed up at my office.

“So the Children are still on the campground,” he said nervously.

“Fancy that,” I muttered, not looking up from my book of folklore, where I was searching through every reference to holy water.

“They’re following me,” he said miserably. “Do you think they’re going to kill me?”

“Oh absolutely,” I replied. “You better figure something out before they skin you alive.”

The nice thing about his having read my guidebooks was that I didn’t have to pretend to be nice.

“Maybe I can distract them,” he finally said. “Do you think they like candy? They are kids, after all.”

“Why don’t you try it and see what happens?” I said tersely.

Which is really a polite way of saying “Fuck around and find out,” so I guess while I wasn’t the one doing the murdering, I really wasn’t trying very hard to keep him alive, either. He went to the camp store and bought a bag of saltwater taffy (bad choice) and then someone found him a few hours later, staggering down the road, mouth agape, skin turning faintly blue. The paramedics have a good response time to our campground (for obvious reasons), so they got here in time to remove the mass of taffy that had been shoved down his esophagus and restore oxygen before he died.

After a brief trip to the hospital, he was cleared for release and I was there in the parking lot to pick him up. The hospital staff have learned to look the other way when I show up to the hospital with my shotgun. They know I always have a very good reason, such as forcibly escorting someone back to the campground to deal with the mess he’d created.



On the drive back to the campground I explained through clenched teeth that buying ice from them was an invitation to do mischief on the campground. Mischief that, according to the other inhabitants, would escalate into violence.

“Instead,” I said tersely, “what you did was attack them. You see how that is much worse, right?”

“I was trying to apologize!”

“Well, clearly the candy wasn’t enough. Keep at it, because I haven’t found a solution in my books yet.”

Then I dropped him off at his campsite and went to do more important things, like review the registration of everyone on my land to figure out how long they were staying. I admit that I had some ulterior motives for keeping that idiot around. If the Children with No Wagon were preoccupied with tormenting him, then perhaps they’d leave everyone else alone long enough for them to pack up and go home at the end of the weekend, blissfully unaware of the danger they were in.

It worked. The campground was quiet, nothing happened, and I went to bed. But around midnight I got a call on my phone via the emergency number.

Any guesses who it was? Anyone?

“They’re outside my tent,” he whispered frantically.

“That’s great,” I replied, and then I hung up.

I tried to go back to sleep. I really did. But I guess I had a conscience now, and it might not have been that strong but it tried its best, and I just couldn’t sleep because I kept thinking of what could happen if the Children got done tormenting him and went after the rest of the campground.

I got out of bed and went to the garage. I didn’t even bother to get dressed. I reserve the courtesy of pants for people who haven’t pissed me off. This guy got the privilege of dealing with an angry Kate in pajamas. Not many people have reached the point where they’ve used up all my fucks and I have none left to give them.

I drove out there and stopped the four-wheeler along the road. His tent glowed from within from the light of an LED lantern. I could see the outline of the camper, huddled in the middle of his tent. Around the nylon structure were the Children, holding hands and walking in a slow circle. They were singing “Ring Around the Rosie,” I think. Their laughter sounded like the shrieks of hyenas when they got to the end and fell down.

I called him back on my cell phone.

“Yeah, I’m at your campsite,” I said. “They’re not bothering anyone else.”

“But what about me?” he said wildly, clearly frightened. “They’ve been doing this for hours!”

“I dunno,” I replied. “They don’t seem like they’re ready to murder you quite yet. You’re out of holy water, aren’t you? I guess you’re in for a bad night.”

Then I hung up and left.

Harsh? Yes. Look, I find people largely tolerable on good days. My interactions with my campers are brief and so I don’t get to know them well enough to learn their annoying quirks. The rest of the time I’m dealing with people who are either complaining to me or causing problems for me. I don’t really have any patience left for someone who decides to do the supernatural equivalent of using gasoline to combat a forest fire.

I did try at least one thing to help the situation. Only because it was conveniently on the way.

My route home took me past the Thing in the Dark. Honestly, I’d been a bit afraid to visit it. I hadn’t talked to it in a while.

I had left it offerings. Food. Drink. Flowers. Small trees. I just kind of dropped them and ran. They all vanished, so I think that means they were accepted, which I was willing to classify as a good thing. I wanted to stay on its good side.

Perhaps I was being reckless after being woken so late at night, but that was the moment I decided to find out.

I tentatively crept up to the pile of debris, every nerve in me screaming that I should flee at the slightest movement. My mind was racing with adrenaline and for a moment I thought I’d hallucinated that exact thing, that the mound had shifted, and I froze like a mouse hiding from a hawk, my gaze fixed on the pile of sticks and leaves, not even blinking. Only when I convinced myself that it was my imagination did I continue forward until I was at a respectful distance from which to hold a conversation.

“The Children are angry again,” I said. “I’ve asked you about them before and you told me to remove the person who started it… but I was thinking maybe I’d try something different this time. Could I… remove the Children instead?”

Nothing. I waited for a minute and then a minute more, and finally the quiet of the forest started to get to my nerves and I felt it was really best if I just left. The forest shouldn’t have been this quiet at night, anyway. It was a bad sign. Perhaps because the Children were angry and released from whatever normally held them in check, or perhaps something worse was nearby. Either way, best if I got to the safety of my house. I turned to go.

“You can’t,” the Thing in the Dark rumbled as soon as I had turned my back.

The ground beneath me lurched and then softened to a faint trembling as its voice quieted.

“I’m sorry?” I asked, not turning around.

“The Children.”

It sounded like a sigh and this time the ground barely stirred beneath my feet. I thought that was rather considerate of it.

“So… I can’t get rid of them?”

“You can’t.”

I cursed under my breath. Fuck.

“Is my only option murder, then?”

“They must be appeased. Do what you can, campground manager, before it escalates.”

The earth seemed to deflate around me. The Thing in the Dark had no other advice to give.



I sulked back to the four-wheeler and kicked on the gas. I was on the road for only about ten minutes before I realized that I was being followed. I let up on the gas so that the engine noise subsided. The unnatural silence of the forest made it easier to hear the giggling that came from the trees around me. I cursed under my breath. The laughter of children.

I floored the gas, but it was already too late. I made it only a few yards before I was seized by hands. Dozens of invisible hands, closing on my shoulders and arms, wrapping fingers around my ponytail. They yanked backward, pulling me off the back of the four-wheeler, and I landed hard on my chest, stunned by surprise. It had been so fast. I’d barely had time to register that anything was touching me, much less grab my shotgun. Then they began to drag me backward, down the road and toward the darkness of the trees.

Meanwhile my four-wheeler continued blithely on, expending the rest of its momentum until it veered off into a ditch and hit a tree.

I think this says a lot about my priorities, but the main thought in my head as that invisible presence yanked me along the ground was how much was left in the budget for four-wheeler maintenance.

There was a lurch as my body dropped off the edge of the road and I hit the dirt of the forest floor. I twisted, trying to flip over onto my back. I shielded my face with one arm and flailed wildly with my other arm at whatever held me. My fist only met empty air and the laughter of the Children all around me echoed in my ears, mocking my futile struggles.

A sharp jerk pulled me up into the air by my ponytail. I screeched in pain and kicked wildly, heart pounding, and I swung my fists back and forth, up and around, trying to connect with anything. Then something slapped my hand, something immense and strong, and my wrist went numb, pins and needles spreading through my fingers.

The Children tied me to a tree branch by my ponytail. I swear I about blacked out when they let go and it was only my hair holding me up. The jerk sent a jolt of agony through my skull and for a moment it was like the world went dark, and then I was thrashing on instinct, until my hands slapped against the bark of the branch and I was able to relieve some of the pressure on my hair. Beneath me, the Children joined hands and began to circle. They sang.

It was not “Ring Around the Rosie.”

It was a song of their own invention.


“Our mothers buried us deep

So her secrets we will keep

Bring us a blanket

Made from the flesh of man

Under which we can sleep

For our mothers buried us deep”



I held very still, my arms trembling with the effort of holding myself aloft enough to keep my weight off my hair. Slowly, trying not to attract their attention, I lifted a leg and hooked it over the branch. Then another. Just enough to stabilize myself so that I could remain there until they left.

Which wasn’t until dawn.

And that whole time I was clinging to that branch, shaking, hoping that they had no intention of carrying through with their promise of skinning someone alive and making a blanket out of their flesh. It was… a long night of contemplating my own mortality and cursing the irony that landed me in this position. It didn’t escape my notice that I’d left that asshole camper to the same fate I now faced.

“Go bother him again!” I yelled at the Children. “He’s the one who pissed you off in the first place!”

Somewhere, Fate was laughing at me. My guidebooks had started out with the Children and my guidebooks were what had launched the slow process of my land turning ancient into overdrive. I’d told everyone about the Man with No Shadow and how last winter he put into motion a plan to seize control of my land. I shared my moment of triumph over him with the world. And when the Lady in Chains returned earlier this year in the spring, setting off a battle over territory with some of the campground denizens—when she wasn’t trying to kill me specifically—I rallied my allies and then I alone made the choice to kill her. I wrote that into the guidebooks as well.

And now someone had taken the guidebooks as inspiration for enacting their own adventure in a misguided attempt to be as badass as I am.

So in a way, this entire situation was of my own making.

This is what I get for trying to help people.



By the time dawn came the Children had run off into the woods, giggling like this was just the best game. And I guess it was, for them. They left me hanging there by my knees and hands, my hair firmly knotted around the branch.

One of my staff making the midmorning rounds around the campground found me and was able to help get my hair untangled. They cut the branch and once I was on the ground we were able to get me loose. It was worse than the time someone stuck bubblegum in my hair in fourth grade.

It wasn’t until noon that I got back to my house and got myself cleaned up. I’d just stepped out of the shower when my phone started ringing. It was the camper.

“You had better have solved this,” I said, clutching my phone hard enough that my knuckles hurt.

“I did!” he replied. “I thought about what you said about appeasement and I got them a gift and they seemed really happy with it. I bought them a wagon.”

“You did WHAT?!” I screamed into the phone.

So that’s a new rule that’s going to have to go in the next round of pamphlets.


RULE #2: If you see some children trying to sell ice with no wagon to carry it in, do not try to help them by giving them a wagon. You will only make them more dangerous and everyone—especially the campground manager—will be angry at you for it.


For a moment I stood there, seething with blind fury, and struggled to find the right words that would convey that anger in such a way that he’d understand the full weight of it. You don’t help the Children with No Wagon. You don’t help any of the malicious creatures. Oh sure, the wagon would certainly appease them; it was the one thing they lacked that the human children had, the thing that might convince people that it was safe to buy ice from them. But while screaming nigh-incoherent profanity can be cathartic, it was not a very good way to communicate that I had told him to fix the situation, not to save his own skin and make it worse for everyone else.

“Also I told one of your staff that I’d lost my keys and someone had returned them and I was supposed to pick them up from your office, but that you weren’t in at the moment, so they helpfully got them for me. I’m miles from the campsite and I’m never coming back.”

He hung up. I didn’t want to throw my cell phone at the wall because those things are expensive, so I went outside and angrily chopped firewood for a while. I should have had enough to last me until spring.

Then I stormed down to the camp store. My employee Emily, who had recently been promoted from seasonal hire to full-time, was running the store that day. She watched in wary curiosity as I stormed over to the shelf where we stored the pop-up wagons.

“Yeah, we just sold the last one,” she said as I glared angrily at the empty shelf. “I’ll include a couple in the next restock.”

“Don’t bother,” I muttered, ripping the sign off the shelf. “We’re done with wagons.”

“But the wagons are popular—”

“Don’t care! They’re going on the list of things I can’t trust people with!”

Other notable items on the list: golf carts, dirt bikes, and fireworks.

Then I stormed off to my office. Until I got the new pamphlets printed I would have to settle for a flyer warning people not to buy ice from any children whatsoever. I’d make up some bullshit excuse about local tax laws or something. As dear Great-Aunt Lorna had so kindly pointed out, I wasn’t averse to lying to people who camped here.

Then I yanked open my desk drawer and pulled out a list. I’d made it at the start of the summer when I thought this was only a bad year, a year when the inhuman activity was unnaturally high, and if I eliminated the right entity it would all stop. Well, I now knew that wasn’t the case, but maybe I wasn’t entirely off-base with the general idea of getting rid of the more troublesome campground inhabitants.

I popped the cap off a pen and wrote at the top of the list, The Children WITH a Wagon.

I was once again breaking with tradition. For generations my family never tried to fight these things. Doing so invites disaster. That’s what my parents taught me and that’s why my family meeting was so contentious. They didn’t want to admit I’d been successful because they were scared of what that meant. They wanted things to stay like they were, comfortable, when we didn’t put ourselves at risk to stop—to kill—these things.

Screw tradition. This land was turning ancient and everything was changing.

I was going to change with it.





The Worst Year

Inhuman creatures tend to stay close to the culture that spawned them, whether that means staying on their ancestral land or finding a family whose roots trace back to that same region. Some become so entrenched in the fabric of humanity that they can survive anywhere—the gods and goddesses, the ancient things that surpass mere monsters. The rest, well, they flock to old land like mine and I see traces of where they came from here and there in their behaviors.

But not every civilization has survived throughout history. Some were conquered, some were destroyed by disease or disaster, and some just vanished. So what happens to the creatures that remain? The monsters that are forgotten about? The ones whose stories are no longer told?

Surely they would die as well?

I don’t think they do.

Ireland has what’s called “the Mythological Cycle,” which is an account of how the current inhabitants of Ireland got there. It also talks about the inhabitants who came before them. There were the Partholonians. They all died of plague. Then came the Nemedians. They, too, died of plague.

After them were the Fir Bolg, who you may have already heard of. They were defeated by the Tuatha Dé Danann, or the fairies. Then for a while the Tuatha Dé Danann warred against the Fomorians, monstrous beings of terrible power that oppressed all the inhabitants of Ireland. They were finally defeated in an epic battle and driven into the sea. And the Tuatha Dé Danann were defeated by the Milesians, or… us. But the Danann didn’t all die; instead they withdrew into the hills, into invisibility and into a world that sits next to our own.

So that’s the early history of Ireland.

Bet you weren’t expecting to learn about that today.

We have a few Irish families living in the area around the campground. My employee Bryan is among them. And they brought with them the creatures of their homeland. I’m not sure if they’re from Connacht or perhaps from within proximity of the field that houses the mass grave of the Partholonians, but I think they brought some remnant of that vanished civilization. They brought along an echo of their monsters.

I remember my dad telling me all of this one evening as we sat at the kitchen table. In front of us was scattered an assortment of banishment and warding charms. When I took over the campground, I sewed all of these to bright orange safety vests, so that they could be worn by myself and the staff at all times. Does it look ridiculous, wandering around adorned with evil-eye charms and winged penises? Yes. But does it work?… Maybe.

“Since we don’t have any information about the monsters that the Partholonians created,” my dad said, “we have to rely on mixing in other sources of folklore and hope that something is related.”

No one in my family was a scholar in folklore. But my dad tried, sometimes.

“But be careful when you find something that works,” he continued, picking up a couple of the holy symbols. “Some of these charms will hurt the creatures they’re used against. Be careful not to overdo it. Get them away from people as quickly as you can—or kill them even faster.”

“But they’re monsters,” I protested. “Who cares?”

“You’ve been listening to your mother too much,” my dad chided. “Yes, they are monsters. But you don’t have to be one too.”

I remember tagging along with my father as a small child to check the live traps in the fairy rings and dispatch and burn what we found inside. Skinless, quivering creatures that made me gag. The Partholonians died of plague and that was what these creatures smelled like. Sickness.

It was a risk to get at whatever was inside the trap, but Dad carried a pole with a spike so he could kill it before we buried the remains. I remember that he never talked much during these rounds. He seemed angry and I used to wonder if it was because I was being talkative or because I was distracted by things around me, and eventually I learned to stay still and silent and dig the hole for the body.

Now that I’m older I understand his anger. It wasn’t at me. He hated killing things. Even the ones that would kill humans, if given the chance.

Maybe I’d be a better person if I’d turned out more like my father.



Despite my father’s efforts, he was never able to completely get rid of these remnants of the Partholonians. They became yet another problem I inherited. We know they’re around when we start finding animal bones inside a ring of mushrooms.


RULE #3: Fairy rings are generally benign. If there are the remains of a small animal inside the ring, however, inform camp management immediately.


I tried to keep them under control the same way my dad did. Live traps and killing what we found inside. Normally it was Bryan’s job to check the traps, but when he wasn’t scheduled to work I took over. We used normal live traps, but baited with things like handkerchiefs soaked with perfume—things that screamed “human” that ordinary animals would avoid, but that would attract our infestation of these Partholonian remnants. And since half my staff can’t pronounce “Partholonian,” we call them “Gummy Bears” instead.

Oh what a cute name! Surely it belongs to something lovely and fun like pixies or nymphs and not a horrific atrocity against nature!

Hah. Hahahaha.

We call them “Gummy Bears” because once the fur and skin is removed from a creature and it begins to decay, that’s kind of how they look. Their bodies are intact, held together by the power of whatever inhabits them, but they’re decaying in layers. The muscle shines with a jellied translucence and the withered bones are yellowing inside. The dark meat of organs floats at the core of its body.

If you kick them really hard they’ll explode like you drop-kicked a Jell-O mold. I don’t recommend it.

The first three traps were empty. The fourth, unfortunately, was not.

I inhaled deeply to fill my lungs and then held my breath as I approached. The stink of rot still tugged at my senses and it was only years of exposure to the smell that kept me from gagging reflexively. The captured Gummy Bear barely fit inside the cage. Two legs stuck out, flailing wildly as I approached, and portions of it bulged through the wire cage like putty. It looked vaguely like an opossum.

“Okay, buddy, let’s make this quick,” I muttered as I edged toward the trap. “I’m not thrilled to be here either.”

I had my dad’s old stabbing stick with me. I took a stance in front of the cage, bracing my legs as I raised the stick. The Gummy Bear continued to ooze through the wire cage and as I studied it, searching for some vital organ, a single eyeball rolled through its body and paused just underneath the surface of the skin. The pupil stared up at me, unblinking.

There. A dark mass that seemed roughly heart shaped. I aimed.

And with a pop, two more legs shot out of the cage. They scrabbled at the dirt and with all four legs freed, the Gummy Bear stood up. I made a hasty stab, but the creature jerked sideways, and the tip of the stick was caught against the wire of the cage. The Gummy Bear spun, the movement ripping the stick out of my hands and flinging it off into the woods. I heard the crash of it hitting a tree and falling to the ground, but I didn’t see where it went, because my gaze was fully fixed on the creature in front of me.

Enough of its body had escaped the trap that its flesh simply… re-formed over the top of the cage. There was a final, goopy slorping noise, like a boot coming unstuck from mud, and then the cage was enveloped. The Gummy Bear’s organs floated inside, protected by the wire mesh, while its teeth and eyes floated forward to press against the front of the creature. A line split open in the front, a long V, and the beady eyes were locked on me as it took a step forward.

I swore to myself and began backing away. I didn’t think it could kill me, even though it was now up to my knees in height, but I had no desire to be bitten by it. Their mouths were filthy and in the past campers who had gotten nipped had to be hospitalized for a round of IV antibiotics… and tetanus and rabies vaccinations, just in case.

My four-wheeler was nearby. I turned and sprinted for it, grabbed my shotgun, and whirled around, raising the gun. The Gummy Bear had broken into a run and was almost on me, the cage inside bouncing wildly with tiny slurping sounds. I hastily scrambled backward, trying to get some distance before I fired so I could be certain of my shot, but it was still coming, and if I fell—well, I wasn’t so confident it couldn’t kill me then, not with its mouth opening so wide with all of those floating teeth coming to the surface.

I fired. The gunshot went through its shoulder, and while sometimes smaller Gummy Bears would explode from the shock wave, this merely rippled through its flesh, tearing away thick globs that splattered on the forest floor below, and then it kept going. The flesh re-formed.

“Fuck!” I yelled, just in case some staff member had heard the gunshot and needed to know where I was to come to my rescue.

Then I aimed and fired again, but I knew in my heart that it wouldn’t do any good and that my staff wouldn’t get there in time. The Gummy Bear lunged forward. I swung at it with the body of the shotgun.

The stock of my gun went through empty air. The Gummy Bear cowered before me, its head almost pressed to the ground.

But it was no longer looking at me.

Its eyes had rolled to the side of its head and it was now staring off into the woods, somewhere to the west. Then it fled. It slammed into the trunk of a tree as it ran with a metallic clang, scraping off a mass of jellied flesh as it did. I stood there, panting, my gun in my hands. I listened to the forest around me. I didn’t see anything through the trees, and the underbrush was still and quiet.

Very quiet.

In fact, I no longer heard birds. Or insects. My skin prickled.

Red flags don’t get any bigger than that.

I opened a channel on the radio.

“Is anyone in the deep woods?” I asked quietly.

A chorus of negatives. I stood there a moment more, listening and watching, but the eerie silence continued. Like the calm before a storm, I thought. Like the campground was watching and waiting.

“Okay, stay out of the woods for now,” I said tersely. “Something is off.”

Then I hurried to my four-wheeler and got myself out of there as fast as I could. The Gummy Bear would have to wait for another day. I hadn’t lived this long by ignoring my instincts.

When I got back to my house, I found a pickup truck parked in my driveway. Bryan’s very large black dogs were in the back, watching in unison as I pulled up, their pink tongues about the only way to tell where one ended and another began. I edged the four-wheeler around the pickup truck to park it in the garage before going up to find out what Bryan was here for. The dogs, of course, exited the back of the pickup at that point and crowded around me as I walked.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as I climbed up the front steps to the porch. “It’s your day off.”

One of the dogs was licking my exposed calf. I grimaced and tried to ignore the sensation of hot dog tongue on my skin.

“Yeah, I know,” he replied awkwardly. “But I had someone I wanted to visit.”

I swear my eyebrows about shot off my forehead, because of all my staff, I didn’t expect Bryan to have something going on with another employee. But Bryan must have seen my expression, for he hastily clarified.

“It’s the fairy,” he said. “Because, you know, we’re both… from Ireland.”

The tacked-on excuse was unconvincing. Also, Bryan technically wasn’t from Ireland. He was born here in America. His ancestors were from Ireland. But I wasn’t going to argue the point.

I’d known we had a fairy on the campground for a while now. One of the Tuatha Dé Danann, a fairy from when they battled for control of Ireland, when they were warriors armed with spears and bows. This one rode around on a massive deer, armed with a boar spear and a hunting bow.

I’d only met the fairy last year and I had a suspicion that Bryan knew them much better than he cared to let on. I was rather keen on finding out for certain.

“Is there something going on between you two?” I asked.

Yeah, I know, I’m subtle as a brick. Bryan just shrugged faintly and refused to make eye contact. Then he quickly changed the topic.

“Did you see the trees that were ripped out of the ground?” he asked, which is a hell of a way to get my attention onto something else. “It was on the side of the campground that’s unfenced. All along the road.”

My blood ran cold.

The edges of the campground function as a boundary. They keep creatures in, so that they cannot harm the locals who live all around it.

“It looked like…” Bryan began.

I didn’t need to see the uprooted trees to know what they represented. The boundary had been breached. And since nothing on this campground was strong enough to escape, that left only one option.

“Something forced its way in,” I finished.





I’m Starting to Dislike Children

And no, it’s not because my niece, Colleen, spit up on me. While cleaning sour milk off my shirt isn’t the best experience I’ve ever had, it certainly isn’t the grossest, not by far. I’d dropped by Tyler’s house to update him on Bryan’s discovery. While that could have been done over the phone, it gave me an excuse to see Colleen, because I hadn’t gotten many opportunities yet. Between in-laws, having to refresh my vaccinations, and, oh yeah, someone giving the Children a wagon, I just hadn’t had time for family things.

As far as babies went she seemed all right, even if she kind of just lay there and stared at things. I must reluctantly admit that I was looking forward to being the “cool aunt” who let her drive the four-wheeler and taught her how to shoot a gun.

Assuming I got to see her when she was older, that is. Danielle, my brother’s wife, cornered me just as I was getting ready to leave their house.

“I heard the land is turning ancient,” she said.

I smiled politely through clenched teeth. The curse of small towns. Even though that had been discussed at a family meeting, I had no doubt that the family gossips had already spread it everywhere. The only reason I wasn’t getting hauled in front of the whole town to explain was likely because they were still so disorganized after the chaos of last winter.

“I’m dealing with it,” I said.

“You better be.” Her stare narrowed at me. “You need to make it safe, you hear? Not just for your campers or yourself… but for her.”

Reluctantly, I looked past her, to where my brother wandered around the living room with Colleen, patting her back with a burp rag over his shoulder.

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “I will.”

If only all the children in my life were so easy to deal with. I’d take a (rightfully) protective mother over possibly literal demons any day of the week.

But the Children, Now with a Wagon—which were formerly the Children with No Wagon—well, let’s just say things were escalating. And that started, as these things do, with a midday visitor to the house.

It was Friday and we were starting to get campers on site. I’d considered closing open camping that weekend, given my fears that something had forced its way onto the campground, but there had been no sign of an interloper in the deep woods. I’d heard animals howling at night, but it sounded to me like we just had some coyotes lingering around the campground and I wasn’t worried about those. Besides, I didn’t have enough bookings that I’d be putting tents down in the deep woods anyway. It seemed safe enough.

My visitor pounded incessantly at my door, which was alarming. I answered with shotgun in hand, because that’s just how we do things around here. If it was a monster—great, I’m armed. If it was a camper, well, they were ignoring the NO TRESPASSING signs and should really expect the door to be flung open by someone armed and angry. And while the person on the other side of the door was to all appearances human, I hastily swallowed my anger, hid the shotgun behind my back, and politely asked what I could do for them.

It was the Lead Dancer. She glared up at me, her eyes bright with rage, and most alarmingly she was dressed in rather normal clothing today. A T-shirt painted to look like a set of abs over her stomach, and jeans. No glitter. No inner tube being worn as a hat. She even had shoes on.

“Is… everything okay?” I ventured.

The Dancers had moved in last fall and announced their presence by murdering a camper. I’d failed to drive them off and reluctantly accepted their presence on the campground. At least they had their own reasons for killing people. At least they could be bargained with. For the most part they just held wild parties in the deep woods and sometimes invited campers to dance with them, which astonishingly left the camper in much better health than when they arrived.

“You need to fix this,” the Lead Dancer snapped.

“Fix what?” I asked.

“THEM!”

She gestured toward the forest, as if that were any help.

“Uh, sure,” I said. “I’ll get right on that. But, uh, I need more details—”

“The Children! Those damn Children! They’ve become insufferable since they were given a wagon.”

She glared at me like it was my fault. Maybe it was.

“We’re having a party tonight,” she said.

“You have a party every night.”

“We expect you to be there.”

She turned on her heel and stalked off. This wasn’t a polite invitation. It was a demand. One I could not refuse.



That night, I found the Dancers in their usual clearing in the deep woods. I’d asked my staff to keep an eye on the weekend campers and keep them out of the deep woods if possible. We even resorted to one of my favorite dirty tricks—dumping gallons of water on the crossroads leading down into the woods so that they turned into mud. I’d found that people would almost always take the easier route, which would loop them back up to the fields and away from danger.

The Dancers largely ignored me as I approached. I hesitated at the edge of the clearing and as I did, a man stepped up from behind me and stood next to my shoulder. I glanced over, taking in the black hoodie, the bald head, the multitude of piercings, and the skull cup he held gripped in one hand. Rings covered his fingers, made of a dull metal that barely reflected the firelight. Beau was here too. Interesting. I eyed the skull cup. It was far more disturbing now that it was made from the skull of the Lady with Extra Eyes, what with the extra eye sockets and all. I somewhat regretted giving it to him at the end of last camping season.

“Were you invited as well?” I asked.

“I come around quite frequently.”

Great. So Beau was hanging out with the Dancers. He didn’t really seem the type; he was brooding and sometimes sarcastic, and the Dancers… well… I glanced over to watch one doing topless somersaults around the campfire.

“Are people using your name?” I asked. “I told my staff to use it.”

“They are.”

“Is it… working?” I asked tentatively. Seemed like the polite thing to do, to confirm we were doing this right since he was helping me.

He considered.

“It’s a start.”

“I think we would have had better luck if we’d just stuck with ‘the Man with the Skull Cup,’ ” I sighed.

“Do you call Saint Nicholas ‘the Man Who Gives Out Gifts’ or Perchta ‘the Lady with the Needle’?”

I considered what he meant by that.

“You’re ambitious,” I said.

These inhuman creatures that stick are ones known by many. Creatures with names like “vampire” or “zombie.” Or… creatures with a singular name, a name like you and I have. Dracula. Medusa. Death.

Beau had wanted a name and now I was giving him one. I took a short breath and tried to dismiss the implications of that from my head. If this was what it took to secure his help, then so be it. I needed him.

He brushed past me and into the clearing, heading for the farthest point from the bonfire to be all brooding, I guess. I considered trying to get the attention of a Dancer but thought of a better—though perhaps more dangerous—idea. I sidled up to the Musicians instead, careful not to look at their faces. I kept my gaze on my feet. As dangerous as the Dancers were, the Musicians were worse. I’d looked at their faces once, peering through the piles of fabric they shrouded themselves with, and didn’t care to ever look again.

“Sooo… the Children,” I drawled.

“They have a wagon,” one grated. It didn’t stop playing the violin as it spoke.

“Yes, I’m aware. It’s a problem.”

“It is.”

A long pause between us as I waited expectantly for more information and none came.

“What… exactly… are they doing?” I prodded.

The Musicians didn’t answer in words. Instead, one raised its hand and pointed. I stared in the direction of the road, straining to resolve the blurry shadows as my eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness beyond the glow of the bonfire.

Beside me, a handful of the Musicians had already stopped playing and had calmly put down their instruments. The Dancers continued in their ring around the bonfire, blissfully unaware.

Then the Children came flying down from the road, piled into their wagon, riding it like a sled. They shrieked and laughed, hanging on to the rickety sides as it hurtled along and the Dancers were forced to dive out of its path. It went straight into and through the bonfire.

The logs and embers scattered across the ground. The Dancers froze in place, turning to watch as the Children kept going, their wagon bouncing across the ground as they flew past, vanishing into the trees as quickly as they’d come. Their laughter slowly faded, leaving behind only a heavy silence. The remaining flames guttered, struggling to hold on to the handful of charred logs that were carelessly thrown about. In the dying light, the Dancers looked… lost. Confused. Panicked.

“Not again,” the Musician beside me whispered in resignation. “That’s our fire.”

I glanced at it, startled, and watched while its body sank into the darkness of its coat and it vanished like it was dispersing into the shadows. Frantically, I glanced around the clearing. All of the Musicians were gone. The Dancers, however, were collapsing to the ground like fallen leaves. Nervously, I edged over to one, who lay huddled in the fetal position on the ground.

“Hey, are you okay?” I asked. “We can just relight the bonfire, you know.”

He broke into a wail. A high, keening wail that stabbed into my ears, creating an instantaneous, throbbing pain behind my eyes. And he didn’t stop. He just kept crying, the sound punctuated only by gasping heaves for air and the occasional sob. I glanced frantically around as the other Dancers began to follow suit. It was like I’d been thrown into the depths of hell, surrounded by the cries of the damned.

“Okay, this is stupid,” I said. “I’m relighting your damn bonfire.”

I made it two steps. The Dancer at my feet flung out his arms and wrapped them around my legs, dragging his body toward me and smushing his face against my shins. He continued to alternate between screaming and sobbing like a toddler. At least I knew what my brother had to look forward to.

“Oh—okay—this is… awkward,” I said, yanking hard on one leg in an attempt to dislodge it from his grasp.

Instead, I lost my balance and fell over. I landed in a mud puddle that smelled suspiciously like beer and cringed as it instantly soaked through my shirt. The Dancer’s arms crawled up my shins, latching around my knees now, and he buried his face into my thigh. His tears were soaking into my jeans. I pushed myself back up, grunting with the effort of dragging my own body weight and that of another person upright. The Dancer remained stuck with his arms around my knees. Like being hugged by an octopus, I thought dourly.

I managed to take a half step. Another. I shuffled a few feet across the clearing, the bonfire painfully far away and the space between me and it littered with a minefield of wailing, despondent Dancers. I could see the headlines now. “Local Campground Manager Crushed by Mass of Mourning Monsters; Not How We Expected Her to Go, Honestly.”

“Do you need a hand?” a voice asked from behind me.

Beau. He sounded amused. I actually breathed a sigh of relief.

“Does this happen… often?” I asked.

“Every night. Don’t you hear them?”

“I thought it was coyotes.”

This wouldn’t do. I couldn’t have them making this kind of commotion every night once the camping season started. My campers were used to noisy parties lasting long into the night, but this was something else. This was disturbing, and for my campground, that’s saying something. Beau reached down and grabbed hold of each of the Dancer’s arms. He pulled, seemingly effortlessly, and the Dancer’s grip on my knees was broken. The Dancer pawed at me helplessly, still sobbing, but Beau dragged him bodily away from me and threw him into a heap in the very same mud puddle I’d landed in.

“Please tell me that puddle was just water,” I said.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to,” he replied.

I tried not to inhale too deeply. I was already starting to shiver, the wet fabric sucking the warmth from my skin. I made my way to the edge of the clearing, abandoning the idea of relighting the bonfire. There were too many Dancers between me and it, and even with Beau’s help, I didn’t particularly feel like fighting my way through them, not if they were all going to latch on to me like leeches. Besides, they seemed fine, other than the hysterics.

At the edge of the clearing, we found the Lead Dancer writhing by the side of the road. I paused, staring down at her tear-stained face, tracking purple-glitter mascara down her cheeks.

“Campground manager,” she said weakly. “Help us!”

“Yeah, I’ll, uh, I’ll do something about the Children,” I replied nervously.

Then I walked off, leaving her weeping behind me.

“They will be okay, right?” I asked as the commotion of their wailing slowly dwindled behind us.

They really did sound like a pack of coyotes at a distance.

“In the long term, sure,” Beau replied, narrowing his gaze as he glanced sideways at me. “Short term? No. Their fire was put out.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They have no fire. No fire, no party, no dancing. They aren’t what they’re supposed to be.”

I sat with that uncomfortably for a moment. These inhuman creatures had patterns and rules that defined what they were. And now the Dancers had had a part of that ripped from them. Did it hurt, like it hurt for a human to lose a limb? Or was it something deeper?

“If you knew this would happen,” I spat, “then where the hell were you?”

“Not within range of the firelight, that’s for damn sure,” he said. “Do you think I could stop the Children?”

Of course he couldn’t. A human had given them a wagon. A human had to fix the problem. I swallowed hard. No wonder the Dancers were so unhappy. My teeth were beginning to chatter. While the days were still warm, the nights were getting quite cold.

“Could I borrow your hoodie?” I asked. “I’m freezing here.”

He didn’t reply. His jaw tightened and he stared stoically ahead.

“Should I… have not requested that?” I asked.

“No,” he replied curtly. “You’re human. I’m not. We’re not meant to… interact.”

I thought of his terseness, his oblique replies. The way his jaw clenched when I had to ask for more explanation than he’d already given.

“Does it… hurt to act like a human?” I asked.

“Yes.”

We walked along in silence for a bit longer and I could no longer keep my teeth from chattering. My entire body was shaking with the cold. Beside me, Beau sighed and pulled his hoodie up and over his head and handed it to me. It was as cold as the ambient air. There was no body warmth trapped in the fabric, but I still gratefully pulled it over my head. It didn’t smell like anything, either. No cologne, not like the forest, not even sweat.

“We’ll just suffer together, I suppose,” he said, and his voice had an undercurrent of strain to it.

For the record, he wears a T-shirt underneath the hoodie. No design. Just a charcoal T-shirt. Sorry-not-sorry to ruin it for you.

He let me keep the hoodie even after we reached my house. He’d come back for it in the morning, he said. Then he left me to spend the night listening to the definitely-not-coyotes in the distance. They didn’t stop shrieking until dawn.





A Gummy Bear Hugged Me and It Was as Awful as You’d Expect

Since I was tied up dealing with the Children, I’d delegated dispatching the Gummy Bears to Bryan, as he seemed the employee most capable of dealing with those creatures. I hadn’t given it much thought after that. However, early one day after I’d returned to my house from my own morning patrol, I found Bryan walking up to my front porch with his dogs.

“Everything okay?” I asked, opening the door with dog treats in hand.

“Not really,” he replied. “The traps have been empty lately, but, well, there’s something you should see.”

“Something to do with whatever ripped up those trees?”

“I have no idea.”

Bryan didn’t grow up on the campground like I did, but he had a lot of experience here. The fact he didn’t know what something was worried me. I quickly got my gear together—the shotgun and a baseball bat, since we might be dealing with Gummy Bears—and Bryan led the way into the deep woods. We went on foot. I fully believed that the dogs could have kept up with a four-wheeler, but Bryan had a tendency to baby them.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” Bryan said as we walked. He sounded miserable.

“Yeah?”

“I haven’t been killing the Gummy Bears when we find them.”

I almost stopped in my tracks. As it was, it took an effort of will to swallow my first reaction—which was anger—and maintain a neutral tone when I asked him to elaborate. I could be a good boss. I could. I just had to work at it.

“I mean, they used to be animals,” he said. “I just don’t have the heart for it, especially when they’re trying to get out of those cages.”

“So what have you been doing with them?”

“Letting them go. And then I have my dogs chase them away from occupied parts of the campground.”

Well. It wasn’t… great… but it’d been a while since we had a Gummy Bear incident on the campground, so maybe his strategy was working.

“Is this going in my performance review?” Bryan asked after an uncomfortable moment of silence.

“Probably?” I said. “I don’t know. Let’s talk about it more tomorrow.”

“If it helps,” Bryan offered, “I think the fairy hunts them down.”

Interesting. If the fairy hunted monsters, then why these particular monsters and not others?

“You seem… pretty familiar with the fairy,” I ventured.

“We know each other, yeah.”

“You loan them your dogs.”

I put an edge in my voice. Bryan didn’t loan his dogs to just anyone. I was one of the privileged few who got to use them on the campground, and like 90 percent of the time that was with Bryan’s supervision.

“The fairy is, uh, important to me,” he said. “That’s why I take so many shifts—to be here—with them.”

I was quiet a moment. I didn’t want to ask, because I was afraid of the answer, but guilt churned in my stomach at the thought of not asking.

“You know I’d let you on the campground at any time,” I said. “You don’t have to work here just to see the fairy.”

“That’s not the only reason.”

He said it very softly. I wasn’t sure he meant for me to hear it and he certainly didn’t seem to want to continue this conversation. His shoulders were hunched and he was carefully avoiding looking in my direction.

“You need help, Kate,” he finally said.

Somehow, I felt there was more to his statement than just what he did as an employee with giant supernatural dogs. But we’d reached what he wanted to show me and I had to set it aside and focus on the problem at hand.

Ahead of us was a ring of mushrooms. Large white caps encircled a bloodstained patch of earth and leaves. Bits of weathered bone littered the interior of the fairy ring. I could see the skull of a goat, cracked in two. The ground around it was wet.

The dogs continued to sniff around the edge of the ring. One of them sneezed.

“Okay, so what am I looking at here?” I asked. “It’s just another fairy ring.”

“Kind of large, don’t you think?”

I squinted at it. Now that he mentioned it, it was a bit wider than I was used to seeing.

“That is a bit alarming,” I admitted.

One of the dogs growled. That was my only warning. I turned in the direction it was staring, just in time to see a large, glistening shape fall from the trees.

I threw myself backward. I stumbled and fell, landing on my back, my hands sinking into the wet. My elbow struck the goat skull. Before me loomed a massive, bulbous figure, with yellowed bones beneath a layer of translucent tissue, the organs dark spots floating inside the torso. Its skull sat at a slight angle, crooked inside its head.

It wasn’t a human skull. Inside its chest bobbed a wire live trap.

The opossum Gummy Bear was back. And it was bigger than I remembered.

I raised my shotgun and fired on instinct. The bullet ripped the cage halfway out of its body but didn’t stop it from lurching forward, its stubby legs covering the scant feet between us far faster than I’d anticipated.

It fell forward on top of me and I went down under its weight. Its hands wrapped around my chest, pinning my arms to my sides, and it collapsed, its weight shoving me down into the dirt. I gagged at the touch of its cold, yielding flesh.

Then one of the dogs leapt through the Gummy Bear.

It hit it from the side at a full run. Its head exploded through the creature’s chest, splattering pieces of flesh and organ and bone alike across the ground. And the Gummy Bear, now ripped in half, disintegrated. The bottom half of its torso pinned my legs and the upper half—along with that damn cage—landed on my face.

I flailed with the one hand that wasn’t stuck in the mud. It was dissolving on top of me, the flesh sliding away in chunks that felt like tepid Jell-O. The bones collapsed, splattering into the mud all around me. It covered my face, my chest. It soaked my hair.

And this is the worst part—some of it got in my mouth.

For a moment, I remained frozen, unwilling to move. I’ve dealt with a lot of awful things in this job, but being covered in Gummy Bear goo just might be the worst. There’s “I’m terrified that I’m not going to survive this” and then there’s “I’m so grossed out that I hope I don’t survive this.”

Bryan—bless him—found a long stick and gingerly poked at the remains of the Gummy Bear’s corpse, trying to shove it off of me without actually touching it himself. I spat and spat some more, until I felt safe enough to speak.

“Shirt,” I said weakly. “Give me your shirt.”

Thank goodness this campground doesn’t have an HR department.

But Bryan immediately guessed why I was asking and pulled his shirt off, sending his lanky black hair into further disarray, and threw it at me. I scrubbed furiously at my face, dropped the shirt, and staggered a few feet away to vomit into some underbrush.

I was covered in mud, slime, blood, and dead Gummy Bear bits. And Bryan was picking up his shirt with a stick so he wouldn’t have to touch it.

“Hey,” Bryan said tentatively. “Are you okay?”

My entire body felt warm and my skin crawled, and I wasn’t entirely convinced it was just my imagination. I’d seen something when the Gummy Bear disintegrated. Something dark that rolled across the ground, like smoke dispersing in a strong breeze. It’d traveled over my legs and abdomen as I lay there on the dirt.

“Physically I’m fine,” I replied. “But I think I’m going to be emotionally scarred for life now.”

Then I looked over to his dogs, and in particular the one that had saved my life. It sat there, panting happily, absolutely covered in jellied gore. Its fur shone wetly in the sunlight. I could smell the stink of rot on it, which was impressive considering it sat downwind of me.

“Do you want to use the hose in my backyard?” I asked Bryan. “I’ll even let you steal the shampoo out of the guest bathroom.”

“Please,” he replied fervently. “And can I use your laundry machine too?”

I took the longest shower of my life. When I was out, I found Bryan waiting for me anxiously in the living room.

“There was a goat skull in that fairy ring,” he said.

“Yeah.” I grimaced. “That’s quite a bit bigger than the animals we usually find turned into Gummy Bears.”

And Bryan didn’t have it in him to slaughter the Gummy Bears that did fit in the traps. I needed to deal with this situation myself.

“I’ve got an idea to stop the Children, Now with a Wagon,” I sighed. “I can help with Gummy Bear duty again after that.”

“Great,” Bryan said with obvious relief. “Thank you. Also, I used up all the shampoo from the guest bathroom and it wasn’t enough, so I used your dish soap as well.”

For the record, lavender, honey, lemon, and wet dog is a vile combination.





I’m Glad I’m Not the Only One with Bad Ideas

I met Tyler for lunch the next day, in the large town that’s about an hour’s drive from the campground. While the campground is well-known throughout the area, I, thankfully, am fairly anonymous outside my small town. I slid into the booth seat opposite my brother without anyone even glancing my way, which was a refreshing change.

“Colleen doing well?” I asked.

“Oh yeah, she’s great, hang on, let me show you this photo I got of her this morning.”

I glanced over at his phone screen.

“You already sent it to me an hour ago.”

He put his phone down.

“I have an idea for dealing with the Children,” I continued. “I want to run it by you first.”

“I’m assuming having demon babies with Beau is still off the table,” he said.

“Firstly, what the heck would that solve? And secondly… you’ve been talking with my staff, haven’t you?”

“Yes!”

Without a hint of remorse. I was starting to think I should have lied about the poll results and gone with something less popular, like the fifth-place suggestion of “Skully McSkullface.”

“But seriously,” I said, “my idea is to get the wagon away from them.”

“That… seems like the obvious solution to me as well. Why did you want to run it past me first?”

“I’m tired of being the one with the bad ideas all the time so I’m going to share the blame.”

“Do you want me to help?” Tyler offered. “I can keep the truck running in case you need a quick getaway.”

I didn’t consider it for very long. His offer fit in very nicely with my plan, and it would be good to have someone around who also grew up on the campground and could handle risky situations.

“Absolutely,” I said quickly. “Let’s do it tonight.”



The simplicity of the plan appealed to me. I already had all the supplies I needed. I had a dog tie-out that had gotten left behind by campers years ago. It was made of wire and was plenty long enough to string between two trees. Tyler would park the campground pickup truck nearby with the engine running and when the Children were catapulted out of the wagon, I’d grab it and jump in the back with it, and then we’d drive off and take it a couple towns over and dump it in a river or something, I dunno. Whatever got it off the land.

After sunset, Tyler showed up at my house and we hopped in the truck and went down to the Dancers’ clearing. I took my weapons, of course. It never hurts to have a backup plan.

The clearing sits in a depression where the land dips slightly down from the road. There are a couple entrances, just a few yards of stacked gravel to level the approach into the campsite. I didn’t have enough tripwire to go across all of them and I briefly wondered if I needed to go back and get some rope out of the garage. Then I thought about it. If I were a demon-child, determined to wreck someone’s day out of spiteful glee, how would I go about it?

The answer was obvious after that. The clearing was also situated near a hill leading up and out of the deep woods. It’s actually one of the steeper hills we have on the campground. If I were a child with a shiny new wagon, no regard for my personal safety, and a penchant for mischief, I would certainly come barreling down that hill and into the clearing.

Tyler positioned the pickup truck for easy flight back up out of the deep woods and I started attaching the tripwire to trees on either side of the entrance. The Dancers paused as I began my work. They stared up at me, but none of them made a move. It was enough for a cold sweat to break out on the back of my neck.

“Don’t mind me!” I called to the Dancers. “Just putting up a tripwire.”

Most of the Dancers dismissed my presence at that explanation and returned to the fire. The Lead Dancer, however, meandered over. She glanced curiously at the wire that I was looping around a stout tree.

“Are you trying to drive us off again?” she asked. “We’re not affected by any metals. You tried that already.”

“This isn’t for you. I’m helping this time.”

“The Children,” she said.

“Yep,” I replied as I jerked the wire tight and clipped it off.

“And what happens after that? Once the Children have been angered?”

“Well, I’m going to grab their wagon, jump in the pickup, and drive really fast in the opposite direction. I don’t know what you all are going to do, so you might want to figure that out here.”

“You better know what you’re getting all of us into, camp manager.”

She walked off, leaving me to finish my work with that threat hanging over my head. Did I know? I’ll be honest: not really. I hadn’t seen much of what the Children were capable of with my own eyes. There were dire warnings to not interact with them in the family notes, but as with much of my family’s recordkeeping, there were scant details. Most people don’t survive finding out what an inhuman thing is capable of, so that’s rather understandable.

I’d barely finished the tripwire before I heard the rattling of a wagon from the top of the hill.

“It’s go time!” I yelled at Tyler as I ran to the back of the truck and dropped the tailgate.

My brother turned the engine on and the truck creaked as he took the parking brake off. I crouched down beside the truck and waited.

I didn’t have a good vantage. I heard the rattle of the wagon and the gleeful yelling of the Children. Slowly, the Dancers all turned to look in the direction they were coming from. I saw the resignation on their faces. For all their power, they were helpless to do anything. I suppose that is the curse of their nature. These inhuman things are bound by patterns and rules. It is humans that can change the world.

Then the wagon hit the tripwire. I heard a twang and then shrieks of surprise. I saw the Children go flying up in the air, their limbs windmilling, with the wagon behind them, flipping to land upside down on the ground. They hit the dirt and rolled.

I sprinted forward and seized the handle of the wagon. I didn’t stop to look at the Children. Speed was my only advantage now. I ran, dragging the wagon behind me, and then I swung it up and into the pickup bed. Then, right as I started to haul myself up after it, a hand closed over my ankle.

It pulled me backward. I smashed into the tailgate as I fell, then my body hit the ground and pain radiated through my forearms, which I’d managed to throw up to protect my face. I kicked, knocking off the Child that had grabbed me, and then rolled onto my back to stare at the line of Children arrayed in front of me. I heard a car door slam and Tyler frantically calling my name, but the sound felt distant, buried underneath the thrum of my heart pounding in my ears.

“That’s our wagon,” one of the Children said, their dead eyes unblinking in a cherubic face framed by pigtails. “It was a gift.”

My mouth was dry. And then Tyler skidded out from around the edge of the pickup truck and I saw his eyes scan the assembled Children. I tried to catch his gaze, silently urging him to run, to save himself at least, but he didn’t. He took a short breath and then drew himself up and squared off with the Children. I stared at his profile, his jawline and the faint shadow of stubble, the way he kept his hands clenched into fists, and it felt horribly familiar.

He looked like Dad.

“That’s enough of that,” he said firmly. “No more wagon.”

“But it’s ours,” one of the Children whined.

“And you were misusing it, so now Kate is taking it away. That’s within her rights as the campground manager.”

For a brief moment I was filled with hope. Sure, they were inhuman things, but I guess they were still children in some way. Maybe all they needed was a grown-up telling them what to do, one who straddled the line between human and inhuman and still remembered what it felt like to make the world do as he willed. They needed a parent, and Tyler was a dad now. He wasn’t just my younger brother that I had to watch out for. He was a dad, and he had authority that the Children recognized.

And then it all went to hell.

There came a rustling in the woods. Louder and louder. I turned toward it, my brain sluggishly wondering, What now?, and then the branches crashed aside and a massive deer came leaping out of the trees. It hurtled over the truck, easily, and continued on over my head. A few feet away, Tyler’s instincts kicked in and he hit the ground next to me. The deer landed hard on the other side of the pickup truck and kept going. The Children stood frozen in place, the anger in their faces faltering as their eyes widened with dismay.

They realized the deer wasn’t about to stop. And why should it? It was the size of a horse and on its back was the fairy, resplendent in the full power of their kind, armed with a boar spear and clad in armor.

A distant part of my brain latched on to that detail. Why were they wearing armor? I’d never seen them in anything except hunter camo.

The Children ran, shrieking, and then whirled to stand just out of reach at the edge of the clearing. They howled invectives at the fairy, their faces pinched with frustrated fury.

And I thought I used foul language.

The deer spun around, snorting thick clouds of steam into the cold air, and lowered its head to point its horns at where I lay on the ground. Tyler was nearby, pressed up against the pickup truck’s rear tire. The fairy, too, leveled its boar spear in my direction. I’m pretty sure I might have pissed myself right then and there if not for the fact that every muscle in my body had constricted in utter, blind terror and I was incapable of movement in any way. I’m fairly certain my breathing stopped and I’m probably lucky that my heart wasn’t like, “Yep, nope, we’re not dealing with the fairy. We’re out and you’re on your own, g’luck with that.”

It was the Lead Dancer that saved us. She screamed my name. Her voice snapped me out of my terrified daze and I realized that the fairy wasn’t looking at me, nor was their weapon leveled precisely in my direction.

It was waiting for something.

The forest began to crack and sway again. This time even louder.

Something else was coming.

I scrambled to all fours and grabbed Tyler’s arm. Then I threw myself away from the pickup truck, dragging my brother with me. We had barely gotten a yard away when there was a horrible scream from behind me—the bray of an anguished, enraged animal—and I instinctively turned my head back to look.

An immense shape towered over the pickup truck. It blotted out the stars.

A horse. A massive horse, far bigger than it had any right to be. My breath caught in my throat and beside me, my brother whimpered once, a strangled sound that was quickly silenced.

We knew it. We knew it very well. It was from our campground, from when we were kids. From when our father still loved this land, from when he had dreams of making it into something more than it was.

And my brother, especially, recognized it.


RULE #10: There are no horses in Goat Valley. Be cautious if you see something that looks like a horse—especially if you have siblings.


The horse brought its hoof down on my pickup truck’s bed. There was a horrendous screech of metal, drowning out the scream of the creature, and my pickup truck bent in two like it was made of paper. The axles twisted, the frame collapsed, and the windows shattered.

So now the camp pickup truck was totaled and there really was no money in the budget for a new one. The only silver lining here is that the Children’s wagon was directly under the stallion’s hoof when it came crashing down. I saw one of its wheels go bouncing away into the darkness.

Upon seeing this, the Children wailed in dismay.

“Not fair!” one screamed. The others quickly echoed its cry.

And then… one of them picked up a clod of dirt and threw it at the horse.

The dirt clod bounced off the creature. It shook its head with an enraged whinny and sidestepped off the back of the truck. I realized what was about to happen with just enough time to throw myself forward and away from the pickup truck, right as the stallion reared, raised its hind legs, and kicked.

The truck lifted off the ground with a horrific crunch of metal crumpling and flew through the air at the Children. I cowered, covering my head with my arms as a couple trees toppled at the impact, praying that none of them landed on me. I heard the terrified shrieks of the Children, growing fainter as they ran, vanishing into the forest. The Dancers were fleeing as well. And with good reason—the clearing was about to become a battleground. I shoved at Tyler, yelling that he needed to run, he had to get away from the horse. He didn’t hesitate. I gave him one last shove as he scrambled off into the woods after the fleeing Dancers and then I turned around to see the fairy and the stallion charging each other.

The fairy leveled the boar spear and the horse turned, taking the hit from the spear in its flank. I heard the impact of it sliding into the creature’s side, but it did not seem bothered by the wound. It only kicked, ripping it clean out of the fairy’s grasp, and then spun to fling it off. The weapon flew through the air, firelight rippling along the metal, and it smashed through a slender tree, toppling it before coming to a halt somewhere in the woods beyond the reach of the light. The fairy seemed undeterred. They urged their deer forward.

And the stallion charged forward as well. I scrambled to the side, trying to get to my feet, trying to get out of the way before they collided—but a shadow loomed over me. I saw a flash of those dark eyes.

It saw me as well. And it recognized me.

It reared, the fairy forgotten, and I knew how I was going to die—I’d seen this before, after all, the horse poised in the air, resplendent in the seconds before the hooves began their deadly arc downward—and a heavy hand seized the back of my vest. I had a moment of surprise and then my body instinctively went rigid and my stomach dropped away as the ground rapidly receded beneath me. When the acceleration evened out, I was weightless for a moment, spreading my arms and legs and futilely grasping for solid purchase before I fell, my gaze locked on the ground far beneath me.

My body swung and I curled in on myself, just before the side of my rib cage slammed against a tree trunk. Then I dangled there, my vest straining to hold my weight, the seams digging into my armpits.

It took a moment for the panic to subside. I mostly held very, very still, breathing shallowly, trying to piece together what had just happened.

“That thing would have crushed your skull, camp manager,” a deep, gravelly voice above me rumbled. “Funny to see, but then you are not so useful.”

I tentatively glanced up and then hastily averted my gaze again before I reached the shadows of its cowl. One of the Musicians held me in one hand, a violin tucked tight under its arm. Its other hand and feet were driven into the tree, and while I knew it had normal fingers, they were still stuck into the wood up to the knuckles. It wouldn’t be falling any time soon. Me? I carefully crossed my arms, trying to get a grip on the vest—held firmly in the Musician’s free hand—which was the only thing that stood between me and plummeting back down to the ground.

If the fall didn’t kill me, the battle raging below surely would. The stallion was trying to close in on the fairy, but it was having trouble as the deer’s antlers were keeping it at bay. Then I heard the barking of dogs and out of the shadows came immense, sleek shapes, as black as the night itself. Bryan’s dogs. They formed a half circle around the horse, snarling and snapping, and the thing began to back away. The fairy did not pursue. It seemed this skirmish was drawing to a close, with the monster retreating from the threat of the dogs.

“I need to find Tyler,” I gasped.

“He’s fleeing with my kin. They’ll get him out of the woods. And I take you home now, yes?” the Musician holding me aloft said.

“That would be swell, sure,” I replied.

I kind of figured it would just set me down and maybe walk me to the wood’s edge, but no, it apparently thought we were safer in the trees and it just kind of flung itself from tree to tree like lumberjack Spider-Man or something. After the second sickening lurch and momentary weightlessness, I just closed my eyes really tight and let fear paralyze me. I can’t even describe what a relief it was to be back on solid ground when we reached the edge of the woods.

When I recovered my wits, I turned to thank the Musician, but it was gone.

Then, with shaking legs, I stumbled onto the front porch and collapsed on the nearest chair to wait for my brother’s arrival. I had to make sure he got off the campground. He wasn’t safe here anymore. And then I had to warn my staff. I had to warn everyone. For I knew exactly what had come to my campground and broken through the line of trees, uprooting them and breaching the boundary. A creature that was born and grew strong and terrible on this land.

The dapple-gray stallion had finally come home.






PART 2 Fall

The cool weather makes for wonderful hiking, and the paths leading through the deep woods can be quite scenic with the brilliant fall colors. While official campground roads are easily recognizable, as they can accommodate vehicles, there are a number of smaller paths worn in by staff and campers alike. If you choose to explore these paths, stay aware of your surroundings to avoid both tripping hazards and any unnatural creatures that may be lying in wait.
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Why We Don’t Keep Horses

I was eight when the dapple-gray stallion was born on the campground. It didn’t start out monstrous. But old land… it takes the things we love and spares neither man nor beast.

My most vivid memories of my father are from while he was resplendent with joy at the thought of keeping horses. The mundane memories all blend together: him sitting at the dinner table, him sitting in his study leafing through his books, him helping carry lumber to some part of the campsite… I could not tell you any of these moments individually because they are unremarkable points in the fabric of my life. The months leading up to the horses, however, are like gold thread woven into the tapestry, catching the light and reflecting it back at me. They shine because he shone.

I remember him coming outside to where I was playing in the yard. He said it was all settled, the money was paid and the construction of the barn would begin. And I, only dimly aware of these proceedings, stood there dumbly until he picked me up and set me astraddle the swing, saying that by this time next year I’d have a horse of my own and be riding it around the campground.

He bought Tyler and me a saddle for Christmas, while the barn sat finished but empty until the spring. While the tag on the package said both our names, I knew in my heart that it was for me. Already my brother had failed to display much interest in the campground, and even at that young age we knew who would be taking it over in the future.

Then, while the snow melted, the horses arrived. My father didn’t want to just own horses, he also wanted to breed them. He had four mares and a stallion—no special bloodline, but fine, adequate horses. I remember my mother saying dourly that he was being too ambitious, that none of us had much experience with horses, but my father dismissed her concerns. We had someone on staff—Louisa—whose family did raise horses for a while, until my grandfather killed her parents. Louisa knew what to do and had been given a pay raise in preparation for her additional responsibilities.

She lies buried in the cemetery. No need to do to her body what was done with her parents’.

That first year all four mares gave birth. I claimed the biggest—a chestnut—as my own. I named it Chestnut (I wasn’t an imaginative child). My brother at first refused to call any of them his own. He interacted with the horses grudgingly, perhaps resenting the attention our father was giving them.

Around midsummer I noticed that he was spending time with the small dapple-gray foal. He’d lean on the fence and stare at it for hours while it stood there staring back at him. I was young enough that I didn’t think much of it, other than to assume my brother was weird, and honestly, growing up like that, we were both a little weird.

Near the end of spring all the foals—except for the dapple-gray one—vanished. I helped Dad check the fence, but nothing was broken and the gates were latched. The foals were gone. The dapple-gray foal stood in the middle of the field and watched us the entire time. I felt like it was staring at me, specifically.

“Something in the woods probably got them,” Dad finally said, admitting defeat. “Something smart enough to open the gate and drag them off.”

And although he scoured the woods, he never found any trace of their bodies.

“Maybe they escaped the campground,” my brother suggested after dinner.

I thought that was a funny way to say it. Escape. Like the campground was something to flee from. Even back then, my brother and I had very different feelings about our home.

Autumn and winter passed. Spring came and the four mares once again gave birth to four foals. By then, the small dappled foal was no longer small, but a full-grown horse that towered over all the others. It’d suckled on the mares all through the previous summer—all four, not just its own mother—and it’d grown quickly because of it. It was beautiful but wild, and only my brother could ride it. I hated him for it, watching him use the saddle that had been given to both of us but was really meant for me.

I remember that this was the spring that my brother grew remote, like he wasn’t there, staring off into the distance and daydreaming, and I remember our parents getting cross with him repeatedly for it. I remember our father snapping at him, telling him to pull his head out of his ass, and I was shocked to hear the frustration in his voice. I didn’t make the connection until I was older that he was worried about the horses, afraid that whatever dragged the foals away last year would return, and it bled into every other aspect of his life.

My father loved this land, but after we got rid of the horses I think he resented it.

One night in the early summer I woke to the Little Girl calling for me. She went quiet when I sat up in bed. My bedroom was on the second floor but that didn’t stop her shadow from being visible through the sheer curtains over my window.

“What do you want?” I yawned.

“Your brother left the house,” she said.

She talked to me more when I was a child. She made more sense too.

“We’re not supposed to leave the house at night,” I whispered.

“He’s going to be in tr-ou-ble,” she sang. “You should go after him.”

“And the Beast?”

“Not here yet. Be sure to leave through the garage.”

The Beast comes with every dawn. The Little Girl is its prey, but it doesn’t hesitate to swallow up anyone nearby before it drags the Little Girl away and devours her. This is the curse that comes with owning the land. You can’t leave any doors or windows open after dark, lest the Little Girl take that as an invitation to enter and kill the person inside, and you can’t be outside the house at dawn lest the Beast tear you apart.

My mother had left a window open. And my father, enraged, had dragged the Little Girl outside and thrown her to the Beast. This is how I lost both my parents, during my final year of college.

I shoved the covers back and put on my shoes. The Little Girl hummed the entire time, and as I made my way down the hallway her humming stopped and turned into weeping, from just outside my parents’ bedroom.

I wasn’t certain where to go as I left the yard via the driveway. It was the screaming of a horse that led me to the pasture.

The barn doors were open. Father had taken to checking them every night, compulsively, and ensuring they were locked tight. The foals were out in the field. Running. Behind them was Tyler, driving them toward the open gate at the end of the field. From the barn came screaming a horse, but so twisted with rage that it no longer sounded like an animal, but something unnatural, high-pitched like the splintering of a falling tree.

The foals were almost to the gate. They weren’t scattering; they ran as a herd directly for their freedom, as if they knew what was behind them. I heard a metallic crack and a thump of something hitting the ground of the barn interior. The dapple-gray stallion emerged from the barn, having freed itself from its pen, and it broke into a gallop in pursuit of the escaping foals. It stretched its head out as it ran, baring its fangs—since when did it have fangs, I wondered, and why hadn’t anyone noticed this yet?—but it was too late, the foals had too great a head start. They slipped through the gate and Tyler slammed it shut behind them and turned to face the approaching stallion, his back to the fence.

The horse didn’t have much time to stop. It slid on the wet grass, throwing its head back and letting out another ear-piercing scream, and then it reared. My heart lurched into my throat as I watched my brother cower beneath its hooves. But the horse turned aside, its hooves striking the earth instead of my brother. Tyler still didn’t move, but remained curled in on himself as the horse edged its head close to his ear and they remained there like that. The horse pressed close to Tyler, its mouth moving.

Like it was whispering to him.

This was how the foals had vanished the previous year. My brother had let them go. To save them from his big gray horse.

I ran back to the house. It was close to dawn so I went to my room and covered my ears with my hands and counted the minutes until the Beast arrived. The Little Girl’s screams reminded me of the stallion in the field.

The next morning Tyler wasn’t at breakfast. My parents didn’t think much of it, he did this sometimes, but I excused myself as quickly as I could and went to find him. He was in the barn, screwing the lock back onto the dapple-gray stallion’s pen. I avoided looking at the horse. I didn’t like how bright its eyes were and how it seemed to stare at me and nothing else whenever I was in view.

“What did it want with the foals, Tyler?” I demanded, crossing my arms and standing in the middle of the barn so that he couldn’t ignore me.

He remained silent as he finished with the last screw. He was careful not to look at me as he returned the screwdriver to the tool chest.

“It’s a monster, isn’t it?” I continued. “Your horse is a monster.”

“It is not!”

He looked at me then, his face pale and panicked.

“You have to tell our parents,” I said.

“I can’t. Mom will kill it. Please, just let me handle this,” he pleaded.

I’ve always had a soft spot for my little brother. He looked so terrified, so distraught, and while I was angry that he’d released our horses—my Chestnut—his pleading was enough to make me let go of that anger a little bit. Just enough to relent and tell him that I’d let him tell them about the horse himself.

“But do it soon,” I warned him. “It’s getting big enough that it’s going to be a threat to a lot more things than just the foals.”

Tyler said something as soon as I exited the barn. I paused, thinking perhaps he was speaking to me, but then I realized that I heard something whispering in turn and after a moment, Tyler answered. The horse. He and the dapple-gray stallion were talking. I walked hurriedly away from the barn, my skin prickling.

I should have told our parents myself. I should have told them that the horse was speaking to Tyler and worse, that he was listening to it. But I didn’t know as much about inhumans as I know now and I didn’t realize that words could be poison and that our minds aren’t as inviolable as we’d like to believe.

This is what almost got me killed.

That night I woke to the sound of scratching against my window. The Little Girl again, hissing so that I would wake. I tried to ignore her. I wasn’t in the mood to talk. She, however, was insistent, and finally, I opened my eyes, annoyed by the interruption to my sleep. My brother stood over me. In the darkness, I could barely see his outline, but he felt… vacant. One of his arms was raised and in his hand was a kitchen knife.

I threw the stuffed bear I slept with at him on instinct. Then, while he batted that away, I seized the lamp off the bedside table and smashed it into his face. From outside my window, the Little Girl screamed in fear and I think that was what woke my parents up. They came running down the hall, flung on the light, and found me sitting on my bed with my brother groaning at my feet and bruises already swelling around his eye socket.

He sometimes reminds me of the black eye I gave him. My retort is that he was going to kill me.

Our parents took us downstairs and Mom made hot chocolate while my brother held ice against his face. He said that the dapple-gray horse had told him to kill me. Now that the stallion was big and strong it was time for my brother to take what he deserved. The campground. The horse wanted my brother to someday own the campground.

Inheritance is not strictly to the eldest. There is plenty of precedent in stories for the youngest child to inherit. However, before that could happen, something had to disqualify the eldest as a worthy successor. I had to be removed.

My brother was bewildered. He didn’t even want the campground, he said. He wanted to go off and be an astronaut or maybe do something with math. Our parents sent him to his room after that and they argued about what to do with the stallion. They finally settled on selling it. If they got the horse away from the campground, my dad said, then it might go back to being a normal horse.

He wanted to save it so badly.

Mom started searching for a buyer immediately and eventually found one willing to take on such a dangerous task. The dapple-gray stallion was a beautiful horse, after all. In the meantime my brother wasn’t allowed out of his room except to use the bathroom and for meals. At night they locked the door and they had me sleep at the foot of their bed. At the time I thought this was a fair punishment. He’d released my Chestnut, after all, and deserved this. I didn’t think about how it was all precautions to ensure he didn’t try to kill me again.

When the buyer arrived, my father sent Louisa to bring the dapple-gray stallion to the waiting horse trailer. I was lingering nearby, wanting to see with my own eyes that the horse was gone.

I remember watching as Louisa approached the dapple-gray stallion. How she tried to slip a harness over its head and how it let her and I thought that wasn’t right, that it was being too compliant. And then how it snapped its head up and to the side and the reins wrapped around her wrists and I remember her look of perfect surprise before it turned, pulling her forward, knocking her off balance so that she fell face-first into the ground.

I remember it rearing and how it remained there a half second, poised in the air, its breath steaming in the early morning chill, and the arc of its hooves as it brought them down onto Louisa’s skull.

I remember how it began to eat her body.

And I remember my dad’s face, set into a severe line. It couldn’t be sold now, he said. Nothing left to be done but put it down. None of us said anything to him, we merely looked on in solemn witness as he took the shotgun down and loaded it, tucked it under his arm, and left in the direction of the barn. My mother held my brother as he cried silently.

We heard the shotgun go off and when Dad returned he said that it was done. It wasn’t until late that night, after my brother was asleep, that I heard my parents talking downstairs. I’d been sleeping only lightly and woke at the sound of voices. I crept down the hallway to listen.

The dapple-gray stallion was still alive. It’d broken down the stall door, and the shotgun blast had been my dad trying to kill it before it reached the doors to the barn. He’d missed; it’d escaped and vanished into the woods. Dad didn’t want my brother to find out. Better if he continued to believe the horse was dead.

We didn’t see the dapple-gray stallion after that, not until the fall. I was walking past the barn when I became aware of an eerie silence from inside. The barn door was cracked and I peered inside the dim interior. I couldn’t see the horses in their stalls. But the gates were open, the locks smashed off, and at the rear of the barn was a massive horse, far bigger than any horse had a right to be. The dapple-gray stallion’s head was stuck through the open stall gate and I heard the soft sound of chewing.

But not straw. I was listening to the gentle press of teeth against something soft and wet.

Meat.

This is what it wanted with the foals, I thought. This is why Tyler set them loose.

I ran to find my father. When he returned to the barn with his shotgun it was far too late. All that was left of our horses was bones. I helped him bury them in the pasture.

There were no more horses after that. No pets at all. I grew up without cats or dogs or even a hamster. Just another sacrifice we had to make as the owners of old land.

Now the dapple-gray stallion had returned, right as the land was turning ancient. A creature that had tried to take control of the heir to the land. When my brother arrived at my house after our escape from the woods, we sat in my living room for a long time, not speaking, quietly digesting what we had seen.

“It’s back,” I finally said to break the silence. “The stallion.”

I heard him start to speak a few times and stop himself, perhaps wanting to give voice to the guilt he carried, that he should have said something about the horse when we were young, when it could still be killed, but he hadn’t. And now it was back. After a moment he shoved all of that aside and came to the same conclusion I had, the one that really mattered.

“Kate,” my brother whispered, “can you promise me that Colleen is safe? That it won’t come for her like it did me?”

I didn’t answer him, because I didn’t think I could lie and say yes.





When Boundaries Fail

October is the last full month that my campground is open for the year. I don’t have a set date that we close. People can make their own decisions on the weather, after all. I make the official announcement around the time it starts being consistently below freezing and perhaps we’re even getting some snow. Normally I dread the fall and winter months, because between Halloween and Christmas, there’s a lot of additional inhuman creatures to deal with. There’s a whole plethora of seasonal monstrosities. It also means I’m not getting campers, and therefore, not getting camp fees. I let my seasonal staff go at this point and rely on the summer budget to get us through the winter.

Of course, with a murderous horse roaming the campground, I had to get through the winter in more ways than just financially as well. It was starting to feel like the world was out to get me. Obviously the inhuman things on this campground were, but it was like Fate had looked at me in particular and said, “Ah yes, let’s go after this one.”

It seemed that even the inhuman creatures of the campground were unnerved, for Beau found me on the road one day when I was making the rounds to check the Gummy Bear traps early one morning. I stopped the four-wheeler so he could approach. He didn’t even offer me a drink from the cup but instead skipped straight to what he wanted to tell me.

“You sense that something is wrong, don’t you?” he said.

“Is it the Children?” I sighed. “Do I need to get Tyler to scold them again?”

He frowned and his fingers tightened slightly on the edges of his skull cup. “They’ll calm down eventually,” he said. “They’re merely a minor annoyance.”

I guess we’ve found the drama queens of the inhuman side of the campground and surprising no one, I’m sure, it’s the Dancers.

“Then is it the murder horse?” I snapped. “Or the fact the land is turning ancient? So many options to choose from here!”

“Something is stirring,” he said thoughtfully. “Something very old.”

He rubbed a thumb against the lip of his cup and were he human, I would have called the gesture nervous. I stared at his hands for a moment. Beau didn’t get nervous.

“This is going to be a bad winter,” he continued. “I’ve got a bad feeling about Halloween. Bad feeling about Christmas too.”

I also had a bad feeling about Christmas, but Beau’s words made my insides curl up with dread even more.

“Thanks for the warning,” I said.

“Yeah. Good luck… Kate.”

I think that chilled my blood more than anything else he’d said. I stood there dumbly, watching as he continued on down the road. He’d wished me luck. He’d done so sincerely, without a trace of humor or mockery.

Something bad was coming.

“It’s probably that fucking horse,” I muttered under my breath, and returned to my four-wheeler. But I was unable to shake that feeling of dread, especially not when I found Gummy Bears in nearly every trap I checked.



The days marched onward, drawing ever closer to Halloween. I was having trouble sleeping, my anxiety about the campground keeping me up late into the night. I tried to prepare for Halloween as much as I could. I told Bryan that I’d really appreciate it if the fairy would drop by and talk to me about what was going on between them and the horse, but Bryan just laughed because this was a fairy and they would do as they pleased.

“Whatever that horse has become,” Bryan said, “I think you’ll find an explanation in Irish mythology. The fairy doesn’t take much interest in anything that isn’t from their homeland.”

Which wasn’t terribly helpful. Most folklore around weird horses involves either not touching them, which didn’t apply because the stallion would trample anyone who tried, or riding the horse until it submits, which also didn’t apply because it would trample anyone who tried.

I could only prepare for Halloween as I always did. The Old Sheriff had graciously agreed to temporarily resume his old role, though he did so with a lot of grumbling about how he was retired. But the town didn’t have a replacement and we needed someone with experience with the campground managing the local police. I’d tried not to bother him after he lost his leg helping me with the Lady in Chains, but I was a little relieved when some of the other townsfolk pressured him into handling Halloween.

“You call me if anything seems weird at all,” he told me gruffly when we had our pre-Halloween planning meeting. “I can’t be there quickly, but I can get the right people in the right places.”

“What about Sorcha?”

His wife had come to my rescue before. It helped that she was definitely inhuman herself. There were stories in Irish folklore about a fairy that showed up to a widower’s house and began to act as his wife, which was exactly what Sorcha had done. There were also dire consequences for those who disrespected the fairy, so the town politely pretends not to notice that Sorcha isn’t human.

“She’s… not going out much,” he said reluctantly. “Says something has turned its eye toward the campground.”

I didn’t say what I was thinking. First the fairy was warring with the dapple-gray stallion. And now Sorcha was afraid. I felt like I was watching a storm building on the horizon, powerless to stop its approach.

“I guess it’s up to us, then,” I sighed. “I’ll see if I can have Bryan’s dogs ready to be released in an emergency.”

There wasn’t much else I could do to prepare. I almost skipped my yearly vigil at the campground graveyard, where I would sit and watch through the night in the vain hope that I’d see my parents one more time. A foolish dream. There were no ghosts on this campground, especially not my parents. And so, a few minutes from midnight, on Halloween eve, I reluctantly turned off my office light and went to my bedroom, telling myself that the tradition was silly anyway and it was time to move on.

When I entered the bedroom, I stopped cold.

The Little Girl had ceased weeping at my window.

“Do you remember the dead?” the Little Girl whispered into the silence. “Won’t you honor them?”

I choked back tears I had thought I was long done shedding. Silently, I got out some candles and matches, put on a jacket, grabbed a blanket, and left through the garage. The Little Girl stared as I went to my vigil, keeping watch over the graves of my mother, whom she’d killed, and my father, who died avenging my mother. Her weeping resumed, softly, stifled, and for a moment it sounded like actual grief.

Must have been my imagination.

I lit a candle for my mother and a candle for my father. Then, shivering from the cold, wrapped in a blanket, and watching the flames, I waited for dawn.

The black veil of the night sky was softening and the stars were fading when I heard the rattle of hinges. I turned back and looked at the cemetery gate. The Little Girl stood there on the other side, her hands resting on the wooden crossbeam.

“It’s coming,” she whispered.

This wasn’t how this worked. She stayed away from the graveyard. She stayed at the house. But the land was turning ancient and the rules were shifting. Alarmed, I rose to my feet, letting the blanket fall from my shoulders and to the ground.

“What’s coming?” I demanded, knowing what the answer was, hoping beyond measure that she would say anything else.

But the Little Girl just stared at me from the other side of the graveyard fence, her eyes wide and frightened. And she said:

“The Beast.”

No. The Beast stayed at the house. So long as I was a good distance off I was safe. The graveyard wasn’t even within eyeshot of the house. But the Little Girl’s face was pale and I saw death in her eyes and knew that the rules, already stretched thin, would snap on this night when all boundaries softened.

I considered my options. I could try to get back to the house, but in all likelihood the Beast would be between me and the safety of the threshold. The other option was the front gate. Get off the land entirely and rely on the boundaries of the campground to keep it away from me. The Beast was a part of the campground and the border hadn’t failed me yet, not even on Halloween.

“If I leave the graveyard,” I tersely asked the Little Girl, “will you try to kill me?”

She thought about it a moment, then shook her head violently, her tangled hair flying back and forth around her pale face.

“Great. Thanks for that.” I took a deep breath. “And thanks a lot for leading the Beast right to me.”

I didn’t bother to keep the bite out of my tone.

“It’s not my fault you’re marked for death.”

For a moment I wanted to hate her. I felt the rage boiling up in my veins, and I fought it. Oh, I fought it. She’d killed my parents and my aunt. She’d killed plenty more of my ancestors. But perhaps she, like the Lady with Extra Eyes and all these other inhuman things, was cursed by her own nature.

And my family is marked for death. We’ve known this, from our earliest memories of being lulled to sleep in our beds by the sound of the Little Girl weeping outside our window.

“Thank you for the warning,” I said tightly. “I’m going to run now. You should probably do the same.”

I made for the opposite end of the graveyard, toward the front gate. Even in my panic I was trying to think strategically. She was between me and the Beast, presumably. If the Beast was occupied with her for a bit, that would buy me time to run. Cruel, perhaps, but of the two of us, I wasn’t the one who would come back the next night.

I vaulted the fence and then broke into a fast run. Not quite a sprint; I didn’t want to exhaust myself before I was even in sight of the gate. I will say that I’m glad that I’ve taken up running and have worked on my endurance. Of course, the sheer terror pumping adrenaline through my body also went a long way toward ignoring anything that would normally slow me down.

Behind me I heard the roar of the Beast. Like a lion, but with a rattle behind it. Like its throat was formed of bone instead of flesh. The sound turned my blood cold, and the chill of the dwindling night burned in my chest without the heat of my body to ward it off. I forced myself to keep moving. I demanded that my aching body, sore from a long night of sitting on the hard earth leaning against my parents’ tombstone, keep moving. Like a machine, driving me forward. Toward the gate.

The scream of the Little Girl tore through the air next. Far sooner than I’d hoped. Did she even try to flee, or did she just stand there and wait for her doom like she always did? I sucked in air through clenched teeth. Maybe I was marked for death, but I was going to fight it for as long as I could.

The ground trembled. The Beast was gaining. Before me loomed the dull metal of the chain-link fence and the black ribbon of the road beyond.

I hit the gate and climbed. Faster to go over. Besides, I didn’t have the keys to the chain on me. I hauled myself up the links and my hands closed on the top. I teetered on the edge for a heartbeat, and then I felt something seize my leg.

Sharp teeth grazed my skin. I felt the cold night air as the fabric of my jeans split. Then I was falling forward, letting my weight tip over the point where I was no longer balanced. I tumbled down, out of the Beast’s jaws, and hit the asphalt of the road.

For a moment I could only lie there, stunned both by the impact and by how close I had just come to death. Overhead, the sky was a dull gray and the sunlight had not yet pierced through the morning mist. On the other side of the gate the Beast roared with frustration, lashing its tail violently back and forth, scattering gravel.

Then it reared up and fastened its jaws on the top of the gate. Metal shrieked as it began to twist and one of the fence poles snapped.

I rolled and stumbled to my feet, tearing the skin from one palm in my haste to drag myself up. In my heart, I knew it was useless. There was nowhere else to run to. There was no house I could reach before the Beast caught up. The boundaries of the campground were stretched too thin, weakened by the land turning ancient and the breach from the stallion, and they could no longer contain it on this Halloween day. My last hope of survival was gone.

But still, I ran. Down the road. I thought of the Thing in the Dark, of its heart. Of clawing my way back, fighting to escape its pull. I will not go willingly to my death. Never.

Something flew over my head. It landed on the road with a cacophonous crash and I ducked on instinct as my feet tangled over each other. I fell. I landed in the ditch. There was a thin sheen of ice on the pooled water inside, but I barely felt the cold. I thrashed, struggling to right myself, slipping in the mud and soaking my clothing. Then I was back on the road and I ran a few more paces before I realized that the morning was quiet save for my own ragged breathing and a handful of birds.

The sun was over the horizon.

I slowed and turned. The Beast was gone. And on the road was the gate. It’d been torn from the fence and thrown onto the asphalt in a twisted mess of metal, like a wrung wet rag.

The first thing I did upon returning to my house was to call the Old Sheriff. The second thing I did was call Bryan and tell him to stand guard with the dogs at the gate until we got it repaired. Then I sat in my living room and tried to control the shaking of my hands until the Old Sheriff called to let me know he’d arrived at the campground entrance.

“Shit, Kate,” he said when I met him at the remains of the gate. “We need this back up before nightfall.”

The campground had a boundary, both physical and symbolic. It kept the creatures contained inside, and on Halloween, when all boundaries weakened, the gate was critically important to keeping the monsters from escaping into the town. And now it lay at our feet, broken beyond repair.

“I can get a gate back up,” I said grimly. “It doesn’t have to be good. It just has to exist. But we’ve got a bigger problem. Something has already escaped.”

I took a breath. My chest seized up with dread at even the thought of saying the words. The Old Sheriff watched me, wary concern etched into the lines of his face.

“The Beast,” I said. “The Beast is loose.”

His jaw tightened. His throat worked for a moment as he swallowed hard and I remembered that he’d helped collect what was left of my parents after they died. That he’d found my father’s hand and nothing else. He understood what we were dealing with. The Beast was more than just another monster. It was more like a force of nature, unstoppable as an avalanche.

“I’ll call an emergency meeting,” he said. “We need to inform the town. And, Kate—get that gate back up before anything else escapes.”

I wanted to laugh. As if anything else escaping from my campground would be a bigger problem at this point. My world was no longer functioning by the rules I’d grown up with. We were dealing with older rules now, rules about boundaries and All Hallows’ Eve, and that put us on a timeline.

“Nightfall,” the Old Sheriff said grimly. “It’ll return at nightfall.”

When the ghosts and demons and monsters all came out to play.





A Bargain with an Evil Thing

The Old Sheriff told me later, over the phone, that the meeting was “tense.” I think that was his way of politely saying that they were demanding my head for putting them in danger. It’s not like I wanted the Beast to exist, but it haunted my family, so of course they’d blame us, like they blame us for everything.

Fortunately, reason prevailed, and the majority of the town agreed to reschedule trick-or-treating and stay indoors. The handful who dissented were invited to do whatever they pleased and the police swore they wouldn’t come help them if it went poorly. They’d just come collect the bodies in the morning.

While the Old Sheriff was handling the town, I was overseeing the construction of the gate. It wasn’t going to be a very good repair job. My plan was to get some wire mesh and fasten it to either side of the fence. It didn’t have to be functional. It just had to exist, so that nothing else decided to slip off the campground like last year.

I really didn’t want Beau going around town poisoning everyone again.

Unfortunately, the local hardware store didn’t have what I wanted in stock, so I had to drive to the next town over. I was only a few miles from home, driving along an isolated strip of road, when something caught my eye. I slammed on the brakes and pulled off the road, staring at the distant figure standing in the middle of a field. It was big. Far too big to be a human, or I wouldn’t have been able to see it from the road. It stood there, its shoulders hunched and long arms dangling, and there was a glint of red light, a single pinprick, from where its head should have been.

It was staring at me. I felt cold sweat break out on the back of my neck.

And then it raised a hand and gestured. It beckoned to me.

I got out of the truck. And as I slammed the door behind me, I looked past the road, to the farmhouse and the barn in the distance.

I was at Louisa’s land. Louisa, who was killed by the dapple-gray stallion. Louisa, who had inherited this land after her parents were murdered by my grandfather. Louisa, whose parents had made a bargain with an ancient thing.

An ancient thing she kept at bay with the body of the last of her parents’ horses, the one she slaughtered and buried in the field.

This was Halloween. Boundaries weren’t as effective anymore. And here was the ancient thing, asking me to come closer. I climbed over the fence, half-rotten from disrepair, and crossed the field to where it waited. Its body was draped in black fabric that seemed to pull the light into it, dimming the sky so that it felt like twilight where we stood. The cloth fell sharply on its long limbs, folding over the points of elbows and shoulders. One hand was visible, holding the front of the cloak closed, and its fingers were whorled like the rings of a tree trunk. That red light focused on me as I approached and I hastily averted my gaze, staring at the ground. I didn’t want to look at its face. I was afraid to. I was afraid to be here in the field, standing in front of it.

But I was also afraid of not answering its summons.

“Campground manager,” it rasped. “Your death has slipped from its cage.”

I tried to reply but all that came out was a weak croak. My teeth were chattering with fear. My knuckles were white as I clenched my hands into fists. This was an ancient thing. I’d met ancient things before, but they were more nuanced. This thing reeked of malevolence, like dust in the air, clogging my throat.

We don’t make bargains with evil things. The town’s mantra. One we broke all too often, in our arrogance or desperation.

Right now, I was experiencing the latter.

“I can bring the Beast back,” the creature continued. “For a cost.”

“And what is that cost?” I finally managed to say.

“There are two things I want. First…”

It pointed a long finger toward the only tree in the field. The one where Louisa had buried the horse, a sacrifice to ward her land against this creature.

“Remove its bones. Let me roam free.”

“And the second thing you want?” I asked.

It told me. And… I agreed.

The road to hell is paved with good intentions, they say. I wanted to protect the town. And I knew as I agreed that the cost it had stated was only the start, that I would pay and continue to pay for this bargain.

But what else could I do? The Beast was loose.

It withdrew to the edge of the field while I set to fulfilling the first part of our bargain. I raided the derelict barn for a shovel and then dug at the base of the tree, at the spot where no grass dared grow. The bones lay under only a few feet of soil. When it was done, when the hole was dug and the bones wrenched free, I looked up again to the edge of the field, wiping the sweat from my brow.

The ancient thing was gone.



Night came. Uncharacteristically I told my staff to stay home. Normally during Halloween night we patrol the land, looking for problems or breaches, but with this being the worst year, I didn’t want to take the risk. The town was staying indoors. They were protected as well as they could be.

I’m going to lobby to change trick-or-treat night permanently. Everyone staying indoors on Halloween is a LOT easier than what we normally do.

It didn’t mean that I had a relaxing evening, however. For one thing, I was too nervous to sleep. I mean, there was an ancient thing hunting down the monstrous beast that has haunted my family for generations out there. The possible consequences of my bargain were going to be enough nightmare fuel to keep me awake for days. For another thing… there was a knock at my door just after sundown.

It was Beau. Well, of course it was.

“We’re not going trick-or-treating tonight,” I said firmly, stepping back and leaving the door open for him to enter.

He hesitated only a moment, then stepped cautiously over the threshold. Even when invited in I suppose it’s an unnatural thing for him to enter a human’s house. I’ve been trying to remember better that his interactions with me are painful for him.

“Last year was such fun,” he sighed. “But I suppose some prudence is warranted. Neither of us would survive an encounter with the Beast. Nor will anyone else caught in its path.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said anxiously, more to reassure myself. I headed to the kitchen to make some coffee, since this was going to be a long night. “It’s getting returned to the campground.”

“I’m aware.”

I slowly turned, putting down the coffee canister on the countertop. Now, how did he know about that?

“I haven’t told anyone about my bargain,” I demanded. “So how do you know?”

He sat down at the table and pulled closer the candy bowl I’d prepared for trick-or-treaters before trick-or-treating got canceled. I watched as he unwrapped a candy bar and dropped it into his skull cup. The liquid hissed and bubbled for a moment.

“The bargain you struck reverberated through the campground,” he said quietly. “We all felt it, down to our bones.”

“Do you think I was wrong?”

It was more accusation than question. Beau traced the grain of the tabletop with one finger.

“That which kills you claims this land,” he said. “I would prefer it to not be the Beast. But I also do not want it to be this ancient thing.”

I stood there, arms braced on the kitchen counter, listening to the coffeepot burble and the crinkle of wrappers as Beau continued to feed candy into his cup. Finally, I couldn’t stand it any longer. This wasn’t me. I was the campground manager. I didn’t just stand around and wait. I had to get out there and do something.

“I’m going to go make sure the new gate is holding up,” I said, stalking out of the kitchen.

“Try not to die!” Beau yelled unhelpfully after me.



I took my shotgun with me and drove my truck to the campground entrance. I didn’t really have a solid idea of what I was doing. I guess I just wanted to make sure that the ancient thing fulfilled its side of the bargain and then left me alone to… bring it the second half of what I’d promised it. I stopped the truck a good distance from the gate. After the camp pickup had gotten crushed, I had no desire to put my personal vehicle into harm’s way. I sat there in the darkness, watching the road, wondering when I’d see the ancient thing, wondering if perhaps this was a creature capable of lying and if I’d broken Louisa’s ritual for nothing. Anxiously, I texted the Old Sheriff and he responded that everything was quiet in town and they hadn’t received any emergency calls yet.

He was, however, getting angry calls from parents saying he’d overreacted, he added.

“It’s a gigantic monster that eats people!” I yelled to no one in particular. “It ate my dad! How is that overreacting!?”

This fucking town, I swear.

Then, a few hours after nightfall, I heard a commotion approaching the campground entrance. I got out of the truck and climbed onto the roof of the cab, straining to see through the darkness. I heard footsteps, shuddering through the ground, and the crack of tree branches snapping. Another sound, a horrific grinding like stone on stone that I struggled to place, not until the ancient thing came into view. It walked slowly, swaying from side to side under the effort of its task.

And both arms were wrapped around the midsection of the Beast.

It hung awkwardly in the ancient thing’s grip, its hind legs in the air and its head facing backward, its neck snapping back and forth in an attempt to latch its teeth on to the creature that held it. The Beast’s claws were sunk into the asphalt of the road. The sound was the road being gouged up behind it. Like a cat being dragged to a bath, I thought. I stifled a hysterical giggle in the back of my throat. My body couldn’t decide if it wanted to laugh or scream, so it choked on both at once.

They reached the edge of the campground. The ancient thing stretched out a hand and gripped the fence. Pulled.

And my fence, the one I had stretching across the entirety of the field at the western edge of the campground, popped out of the ground. The creature continued to lift and the fence came with it, tearing yards and yards out of the earth as easily as if it were lifting a piece of string.

It threw the Beast underneath.

And then it stepped under as well and lowered the fence back down, as if it were merely brushing a bit of dust underneath a rug.

I covered my mouth with both hands, barely able to breathe. I had to leave, I thought distantly. The Beast was picking itself up, shaking itself in disgruntled anger, and the ancient thing had clearly lost interest in it now that it’d been returned to the campground.

There was the sound of soft footsteps from behind me. I turned and was startled to see the fairy approaching, mounted on their massive deer and with their boar spear in hand. Their weapon shone more brightly than it should have in the scant starlight.

“We’ve, uh, been seeing a lot of each other, haven’t we?” I said weakly, remembering that Bryan had warned me to be polite to the fairy. Was it rude to just come right out and demand to know why they were here? I had no idea.

“So we have.”

Their gaze was fixed on the ancient thing. They were ignoring the Beast, which was slinking off toward the trees like a scolded dog. And the ancient thing, the creature with the single glowing eye, turned its attention on us.

No. On the fairy beside me. I shrank down onto the roof of the truck, wishing I weren’t there. Wishing I were invisible.

“Okay,” I whispered, not that the ancient thing could hear me at this distance. “You can leave now. Please leave.”

“It won’t,” the fairy said calmly.

Then they raised their spear in salute?—in challenge?—and turned the deer back toward the way they had come. And after a moment, the ancient thing left as well, but it didn’t go back to the road and the fields of the town beyond. No.

It went into the forest of my campground.

I drove back to my house with shaking hands. The house was mostly as I’d left it. The coffee had finished brewing and the pot was now half-empty. I didn’t see any mugs, so I could only assume it had gone into Beau’s cup. Because Beau was still there, still sitting at my kitchen table, except now the candy bowl was empty, a mountain of wrappers sat at his elbow, and the liquid inside his cup was the color of mud and steamed slightly.

Then Beau’s eyes widened and I opened my mouth to ask him what it was, but he lunged across the table before I could speak. The chair clattered onto the floor behind him and then he tackled me and I went over backward, his body landing on top of mine.

And the windows shattered.

The glass blew inward, striking the floor all around us in jagged shards. Beau hissed in pain but remained unmoving, crouched on top of me. From around his braced arm I stared at the dark and empty window frame in horror. I thought of the Little Girl, crawling through. I thought of the Beast’s white eyes.

Instead, the ancient thing stuck its head through the empty window frame and into the house. Its glowing red eye was painful to look at directly and I squinted and turned my head away.

“You are not alone,” it rumbled.

“Uh,” I said dumbly. “No. I’m not.”

Beau had not moved from his place, but I do not think he was trying to shield me any longer. I think… he was afraid to move. His arms shook ever so slightly and his fingers were clenched so that the rings stood stark against his whitened knuckles.

“This is, uh, Beau,” I said, as if this were normal and I was just making introductions at a casual gathering.

“It seeks a name. Clever.”

A pause.

“The deed is done,” it continued. “My end of the bargain is concluded.”

“I… saw you on the road,” I ventured.

“It was a difficult task to subdue your death.”

I didn’t really appreciate the Beast being called my death—don’t need that reminder, thank you very much—but I wasn’t about to correct an ancient thing.

“Be glad the battle took place outside the campground’s boundaries,” it continued. “I flattened someone’s house in the process of capturing it.”

Well, there went yet more goodwill with the town. The ancient thing withdrew, I listened to its heavy footsteps as it walked away, and I knew it was gone when Beau finally picked himself up. He didn’t offer me a hand. He just went to the window and glanced outside. I carefully got up, trying to avoid the slivers of glass all around me. He still seemed pensive, even with the ancient thing gone.

“It thinks you’re clever,” I offered as consolation.

Beau just regarded me warily and pulled his hood back up.

“It’s here,” he muttered. “You brought it here. And now all of us have to deal with the consequences.”

And he stormed out through the front door and I was on his heels, veering at the last minute to get my car from the garage. I couldn’t stay in the house, not when the Little Girl would take the broken window as an invitation. I saw her hiding in the bushes though, as far from that side of the house as she could get as I backed my car out the drive.

Hiding from the ancient thing. As no doubt the rest of the campground monsters were going to do.

I drove around the perimeter of the campground, searching for where the battle had taken place. I found it on the outskirts of town, where the fields began to give way to houses. There were furrows of torn earth where the Beast’s claws had dug into the ground and one patch where the soil had been completely overturned and scattered about. And, as the creature had said, the remains of a house lay strewn across the yard, pieces of drywall and timber spewed out into the street. I kept driving past the scene and called the Old Sheriff.

“Was anyone hurt?” I asked as soon as he picked up.

“No, they heard it coming and got out of the house before the Beast hit. But, Kate… where did it go after that?”

“Back on the campground.”

“How? Did it just… come home on its own after trampling a house?”

He sounded incredulous.

“Yeah, something like that,” I replied, and then hastily hung up.

And then I sat in my car and sobbed, in terror of what I’d done. For I’d brought the ancient thing to my campground, but worse—I felt the weight of my bargain heavy on my shoulders.

It wanted me to capture and return its steed to it.

The dapple-gray stallion.





The Hunt

Given the arrival of an ancient thing to the campground, I decided that the first week of November would also be the end of the season. There were only a handful of people on the campground anyway, as the weather was quickly turning cold. On the last weekend of camping, I got up for my morning patrol, relieved that there was only one more day before the campground would be empty.

My relief vanished when I found Beau waiting for me in the yard.

“Get your knife and let’s go,” he said, jerking his chin at my backyard after I stepped out onto the front porch to see what he wanted.

“Uh, what?” I asked.

“Now.”

“But… coffee…”

“No. Get the knife and come.”

My knife. It was special, crafted by inhuman hands, and gifted to me by a group of creatures called the Harvesters. They specialized in removing pieces of people’s bodies. The knife was crafted from those pieces… pieces they’d taken from my dead relatives. I didn’t really have a desire to touch it, even though it had proven itself to be unnaturally effective against inhuman creatures.

“If you’re going to screw us all over,” Beau said, “I at least want to give you any advantage I can so you can fix it. I’m going to show you how to use a knife.”

“Is this a joke? Please tell me this is a joke.”

But he was already walking off. This was clearly not a joke. If he had allied himself with me, then he seemed intent on making sure I wasn’t going to continue being a liability for him.

It went about as expected. My experience with a knife was limited to a few lucky stabs here and there, and Beau was happy to inform me that there was much, much more to it than that. Things like parries and dodges and feints. The lesson concluded when he reversed his own knife and jammed the hilt into my solar plexus. I doubled over, waiting for my lungs to decide that breathing was acceptable again.

“Well, that was pathetic,” Beau said. “I’ll come by again.”

I stood there in the yard, panting, wondering if I should be offended or grateful that he was even taking the time. I didn’t have long to ponder this, for as soon as Beau was a polite distance away, I heard the sound of someone slowly clapping coming from the side of the house.

I turned to see the Old Sheriff standing there.

“How long have you been watching?” I demanded.

“Long enough to know Beau has his work cut out for him,” the Old Sheriff replied. “Your neighbors called about seeing a large animal on the edge of the campground. The unfenced side.”

There was a road there that acted as a boundary. The fence was largely symbolic… and to keep campers from sneaking in through the fields. I figured if people wanted to trespass through the deep woods, well, then they got what they deserved.

“Someone’s loose bull?” I ventured hopefully.

“In the deep woods? That’s going to be something unnatural and you know it.”

“Maybe it’s a bonnacon,” I suggested, knowing damn well that it wouldn’t be. “I’ve always wanted to see one of those.”

Google that. I dare you.

“Are bonnacons eight feet tall?”

“I… don’t know.”

“Let’s go check it out,” he said, standing. “Go get your shotgun, since you sure as hell aren’t up to using that knife yet.”

I bristled.

“Look, I can handle this myself—”

“I’m sure you can, but I’d like to help. I’ll drive. That’ll leave you free to shoot at things.”

And he said it in the kind of voice he’d used when I was brand-new to running the campground, after my parents died and I was only twenty-one and wholly unprepared to take over for them. The voice of a parent who understands that you’re trying to do things for yourself but also knows that you desperately need help and are too proud to ask for it.

“How is your staff situation?” he asked as he drove us in his pickup down toward the deep woods.

“Not great, honestly. I had Bryan take over the Gummy Bear patrols, but he doesn’t actually kill them, and I don’t have anyone else I can send into the woods alone through the winter months.”

“It’d be best if you didn’t involve Bryan so much.”

“What? Why? His dogs are fantastic, even if they do have a tendency to eat things.”

The Old Sheriff was quiet for a moment.

“You should ask Bryan what happened for him to get those dogs,” he finally said.

“I try not to pry—”

“Trust me. You should ask on this one.”

I mulled that over for a moment. If it was important, wouldn’t Bryan have told me—No—he wouldn’t have. Bryan was quiet and reserved. He didn’t interact with most of my staff. Hell, I didn’t even know he had some kind of vague relationship with the fairy until just recently. Was I that unobservant? Or was Bryan just that reclusive about his personal life?

Could be both.

“Hold on,” the Old Sheriff said, staring off through the trees of the deep woods.

He turned the engine off so that we could hear clearly. There, in the distance, the sound of branches breaking. Something large was moving through the trees.

“Yeah, so you know how I didn’t tell you how I got the Beast back on the campground?” I said nervously.

“Does it have something to do with whatever was spotted on the edge of your land?” he asked grimly.

“Maybe?”

We listened a moment more. And then he turned the truck’s engine back on.

It was heading toward the fields. Toward where I had campers staying.

“We shouldn’t follow it,” I said nervously as he sped the truck down the road.

“You know what it is, then?”

“It’s… one of two things,” I said miserably. “We shouldn’t tangle with either.”

“Your campers, Kate.”

We were almost to the edge of the deep woods. Surely he’d turn around once he saw what we were up against. The Old Sheriff was brave—too brave, sometimes—but he wasn’t stupid. He’d take one look and we’d be out of there.

I tried not to think of what would happen to my campers.

The Old Sheriff slammed on the brakes. There, ahead of us, crossing the field, was what we were pursuing.

“That’s… not a bonnacon,” the Old Sheriff said.

It was the dapple-gray stallion.

“Time to go,” I said, reaching over to the steering wheel to further make my point that we had to turn around.

“You know what this is?” the Old Sheriff demanded.

He slapped my hand away. I mentally cursed myself for not being the one to drive.

“Do you remember the horse that ate Louisa?” I sighed.

“Your father said he killed it.”

“He lied.”

“Kate, I love your family, but sometimes y’all are so damn difficult to work with.” He paused a moment. “How the hell did it get so big?”

I told him. How it ate the other horses. How it had probably been roaming free all these years, eating what prey it could. Growing large and strong, and now it had returned, drawn here by the campground’s influence.

“So that’s why we really should be leaving,” I said through gritted teeth. “We’re not prepared to deal with a gigantic murder horse right now.”

The old sheriff ignored me. He backed the car up a bit, turned it sideways, and for a brief moment I had hope that we were going to just quietly leave.

Then he drove off the road and onto the field, toward the cluster of tents in the distance.

“Let’s get your campers out of here first,” he said.

I sank down lower in the passenger seat and covered my face with my hands, groaning dramatically. It was likely useless to protest at this point. The Old Sheriff was going to go running in, just as he had with the vanishing house, and all I could do was think of a way to salvage the situation. Maybe we could yell at the campers to get in the back of the pickup and hope the horse didn’t squash them like it did the Children’s wagon?

“That horse is why the campground doesn’t have a staff pickup truck anymore!” I snapped.

The Old Sheriff was not deterred. He drove fast, the truck bouncing on the uneven ground. He slid in next to the cluster of tents and I leaned out the window, yelling to ask if anyone was there. Silence greeted me. The campers at this particular site weren’t here. I didn’t know whether to feel relieved or afraid, because I didn’t know where they were.

“Where’s the horse?” I asked, sitting back in the seat. “Is it coming for us?”

The Old Sheriff was staring off in the direction we’d seen it.

“No,” he said. “I think it’s… headed to the barn.”

I swallowed hard. I’d turned the barn into a store, thinking if I made it useful it’d cover up the horrors that had occurred inside. The barn where the dapple-gray stallion had killed and eaten our horses. Like it was going home.

“The store isn’t open,” I said. “I don’t staff it when we’ve got this few campers.”

“Do the campers know that?”

He turned the truck toward the barn. Neither of us saw the horse as we approached, but the barn door was alarmingly ajar. I didn’t see the lock that should have been holding it closed. The Old Sheriff turned the engine off and let the truck glide to a stop, pulling the hand brake to keep it in place once it wasn’t moving. We both listened for the thump of hooves on packed dirt. Reluctantly, I opened the door as quietly as I could and slipped out.

“I’ll check around the other side,” I whispered. “You make sure the campers aren’t in the barn.”

Look, I’ve had campers wind up in weirder places when my staff forgot to lock things up properly. All the Old Sheriff had to do was crack the door open enough to look. He’d at least be closer to the truck than I would be. I’d have farther to run, if the horse was on the other side of the barn.

I didn’t make it very far. I was at the edge of the barn and peeked my head around to check down the side, just as a massive horse stepped around from the back and turned in my direction.

I ducked around the corner with a gasp. It couldn’t have seen me. Surely I’d gotten out of view fast enough. I crept as quickly as I dared to the barn doors and found that the Old Sheriff had gone on inside. I hastily followed him and pulled the door shut behind me.

“It’s out there,” I hissed as I scurried up to where he was checking behind the counters. “The horse.”

We both froze at the sound of footsteps. There was a heavy snort and the barn door creaked.

“The loft,” I said. “Over there. Go!”

The Old Sheriff paused at the bottom of the ladder. His leg. He wasn’t sure he could climb it very quickly, and he wasn’t about to make me wait for him. I cursed him under my breath, but this wasn’t the time to be arguing, and the best I could do was get out of his way. So I scaled it as quickly as I could and then flattened out on my belly, watching with a pounding heart as the Old Sheriff awkwardly made his way up behind me.

The door remained untouched. I couldn’t hear the horse’s breathing from outside.

“Maybe it’s left,” the Old Sheriff whispered as he rolled onto his belly beside me.

“Or maybe it’s toying with us,” I breathed.

This is a thought I’ve had for a long time. The horse could have killed me itself, back when I was a child. It had the opportunity. Instead, it coerced my brother to do the deed. It wanted me to die at the hand of someone I loved and it wanted Tyler to carry the burden of that blood when—if—he came back to himself.

The horse wasn’t merely hungry. It was cruel. It didn’t kill to eat. It killed for the suffering it caused.

The minutes stretched on, measured only by the frantic beating of my heart. There was nothing but silence outside. Then—I don’t know how long after we took refuge in the hayloft—the door creaked again. We both tensed. I readied my shotgun as the Old Sheriff drew his pistol.

A man stepped through the doorway, letting it swing all the way open behind him.

“Is someone in here?” he called. “I saw the pickup. Is the store open? I was really hoping you had some of those chocolate croissants still.”

He moved into the interior of the barn. I covered my mouth with both hands, for I knew exactly what was going to happen next.

Behind him, the shadow of a horse’s head and neck had appeared in the open barn doorway.

It sidled past the doors. Its bulk was so big that it had to duck and its sides barely fit through the frame.

The Old Sheriff made ready to raise his gun. I knew his intention as clearly as if it were my own. He would shoot the stallion in an attempt to drive it away from the unsuspecting camper. The horse already knew we were here—it had to, this was all just a game to it. But to be shot at, at such a close range, where the Old Sheriff was bound to hit it… that would be an insult. This would no longer be a game. And perhaps the man would escape in the ensuing commotion, but the Old Sheriff would not.

I grabbed his arm and dragged him backward. I wasn’t stronger than him. But I only had to hold him back for a moment. Long enough that there would be no one left he could save.

Below us, the man screamed in terror as the horse reared over him, a towering giant, its head almost touching the ceiling of the barn. Its brown eye shone at me like a pit, the edge a thin milky-white line of sclera. Then it came crashing down like lightning. Its hoof slammed onto the man’s head, pulling his torso down into the ground after it. Like it was swatting a fly. The body exploded into a ruin of blood in all directions.

Then the horse bent its head, bit down on the corpse’s leg, and ripped it free. It swallowed it with one bite and the crunch of bone between its molars filled the air. I did not relinquish my grip on the Old Sheriff. He was no longer fighting me, but I felt his muscles trembling under my fingers. I didn’t know if it was from anger or from fear.

Bit by bit, the horse consumed what was left of the man. Finally, it raised its head, its muzzle stained with blood. It turned to go. It left a pulpy mess behind, the man’s head and upper body no longer recognizable as a human, smashed like overripe fruit beneath its weight.

And right as it reached the barn doors, it kicked at the dirt, uncovering something metallic in a puff of dust.

A lock. A lock that had been smashed open, as if something had driven a single powerful hoof down onto it.

Neither of us moved until the sound of the horse’s hooves faded away entirely. The Old Sheriff was the first to react.

“Damn it, Kate!” he roared at me.

And he shoved me away from him. Violently. As if I repulsed him.

“You couldn’t have saved him,” I whispered from where I landed, too shocked to move. “It planned this. It wanted us to see it kill that man.”

“You could have tried!”

My heart hammered painfully in my chest, like it would break. I don’t think I’d ever been so afraid in my life as I was in that moment; it was worse than all the times I’d been in danger of dying. I hadn’t realized it would hurt this much, to see someone I trust and respect staring down at me with such anger in his eyes.

Then he closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. He looked old in that moment and I thought with a pang of guilt that he should be retired by now, but he was here, helping me because no one else would.

“What happens when winter comes,” the Old Sheriff said, his voice strained, “and Perchta returns to punish the wicked? How are you going to explain this to her?”

My throat constricted with fear and I hastily looked away. It wasn’t just that a camper had died in front of us. The Old Sheriff was afraid he would lose me too.

“I… don’t know,” I said quietly. “I’m doing what I can. That has to count for something, right? It’s not like we could have stopped it… it broke that lock and lured that camper in—it planned this. And I don’t think guns will do much against a horse that big.”

“Could always try the knife.”

I laughed harshly, and then my gaze fell to what was left of the body at the door and the laugh choked in my throat. I swallowed bile down.

“Well, if I get a chance,” I said quietly, “I’ll take a stab at it.”

The Old Sheriff gave me a grim smile, taking it as just a wry joke, a dark way to cope with the body that we now had to dispose of and the death we had to cover up. And I wanted it to be nothing more than that. I had a wild hope that if I gave the ancient thing what it wanted, if it had the dapple-gray stallion, it’d just get on the horse’s back and ride off into the sunset. It was an ancient thing. It could go anywhere. When it got what it wanted, it wouldn’t have a reason to stay here.

But I thought of how the fairy had raised their spear at it and that one gesture had planted a seed of unease in the back of my mind. If it didn’t leave… if it stayed… then how would I make the campground safe again? For campers? For myself?

For Colleen?






PART 3 Early Winter

After Halloween is past, the campground is relatively docile until December. The only people present on the campground are full-time staff, and typically this time is used for campground improvements while inhuman activity is low and the ground is not yet frozen. However, with the land turning ancient, there is still the risk of creatures arriving out of season as the campground changes.
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The Motherless

She came with the snow. It appeared the day after camping season closed, unseasonably early. I watched it fall as I drank my coffee and thought that I’d skip the morning patrol that day, as the campground was empty. I phoned up the staff I had scheduled to come in and told them to stay home. Snow day, I said, like when we were all in school. I kept my tone light to disguise what I was thinking, what we were all thinking.

An early snow. Not a light dusting, either, that vanishes as soon as it hits the ground. By noon the grass was covered. My suspicions were confirmed when I texted my brother about the weather and he replied that it wasn’t snowing where he was, barely an hour from the campground.

Perchta was coming.

Over a year ago I started telling you all about my little patch of field and forest and the creatures that live on it and how to survive them. I did not spare the details, which led to a fair number of you going, “Wow, Kate, you’re kind of a monster yourself.” I justified it by telling myself that when you’re dealing with flesh-eating horses and other monstrosities, you have to be a bit ruthless.

Then a year ago, Perchta—a Germanic goddess—showed up and gave me a warning that made me reconsider my position. She appears between Christmas and Twelfth Night, punishing people who keep messy houses, fail to eat her traditional meal of gruel and fish on her feast day, or have been particularly wicked. I suppose you can guess which category I fell into. But instead of slitting my belly open, removing the intestines, and sewing the abdomen back up again after stuffing it with stones and straw, she merely put a stitch of thread into my stomach.

I could save them all, she said. A chance to change.

I keep the bloody piece of thread on my dresser as a reminder.

If Perchta killed me, then she’d be the ancient thing to rule over this land. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?

It’s poor comfort, when you’re confronted with the thought of your death, that you did what you could and set things up for when you’re gone. Just a thin layer of consolation to keep the anger down, like a balloon about to burst, holding and holding it all in because there’s nothing else that can be done.

Not that I had any plans to simply roll over and die. But against a goddess? I knew what the outcome would be.

I distracted myself. I organized my office for the first time in years. I pulled files out of drawers, decided that putting my family’s notes in chronological order wasn’t the most useful system and maybe I should sort them by which monster they talked about instead, and then changed my mind an hour later and put them all back the way they were.

Around sunset I was thinking that perhaps it was time for some dinner, sitting in the mess of my own making, when the front door banged open. It brought with it a hefty gust of cold air that wormed its way through the living room, down the hallway, and all the way to the office. I scrambled to my feet and hurried down to the entryway to find the front door hanging wide open.

Framed in the doorway stood Perchta. She was wearing a radiant white gossamer dress with no sleeves. It billowed at her feet like drifts of snow. In one hand she held a needle, already threaded.

I eyed it nervously. Granted, it wasn’t the plow and chain that she used on particularly wicked individuals, but disemboweling is disemboweling, regardless of how you’re sewn back up.

“I, uh, was going to make dinner,” I offered. “Do you want tea?”

She walked inside, her expression composed and her steps deliberate. Making a point. She did not have to be invited inside. She was an ancient thing and could go as she willed.

“That would be lovely,” she hissed.

So I went to the kitchen, where there was already a carafe from earlier in the evening, and when I came back with two mugs, she was seated on my sofa sewing up a rip in one of my jackets. I don’t remember quite what caused the tear; it was either clearing out dead branches or fleeing from the dapple-gray stallion. You know. Just campground things. I set the tea down in front of her and perched on the edge of a chair, too nervous to actually settle down.

“So about the office,” I said.

“It wasn’t like that this morning. I know.” She didn’t take her eyes off her work. “You act like you’re ready to flee at any moment.”

“I am,” I laughed nervously. “Did you come to just mend my jacket or is that thread also meant for me?”

“You tell me.”

“I’m trying. I really am.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

Her eyes flickered up from her work to regard me. I took a deep breath, struggling to summon any conviction I had in my heart. Wasn’t I doing better? Wasn’t I trying to not take the easy way out, no matter how seductively it whispered to me?

“Because I’m frightened,” I said, my sudden honesty surprising even me. “I don’t want to die—and yet, that’s the only way I read this situation. You said I could save everyone and with the land turning ancient… I wonder if that means I need to let some benevolent creature take my life and entrust the land to its protection.”

Perchta said nothing. She only continued to sew, and I waited until she was done. She knotted the thread with a few deft motions of the needle and broke the strands with her teeth. Then she set the jacket aside and granted me her full attention. Still, she did not speak. The question of my character was for me alone to answer.

“I want to do what you told me,” I said desperately. “Why do I have to die, though?”

“You should know the power in sacrifice. It’s only right, isn’t it? After all these generations of sacrificing others to this land, now the debt falls to you.”

“We didn’t sacrifice people.”

“Didn’t you?”

Me and my damn rules. Perhaps they saved some, but they also served to absolve me of responsibility. What’s fair is fair, after all. They were warned. I sipped at my own tea and the taste was bitter in my mouth. I hastily set the mug down.

I suppose that didn’t make it right.

“Am I… at least on the right track?”

“This would not be a civil conversation if you were not.”

I laughed, a brief bout of hysteria induced by how close I’d been to a gory demise and the relief of release. She wasn’t here to kill me. I didn’t have to save everyone starting with the instant she stabbed her needle through my flesh. At some point in the future, I had to make the right choice, and in the meantime I had to keep the land from falling into the wrong hands. It all sounds so simple, doesn’t it?

Still. My conversation with Perchta wasn’t over. There was something I needed from her.

“You wouldn’t have come here just to inform me you’re not going to kill me this year,” I said. “You’d have just… not shown at all.”

“And you wouldn’t have invited me for tea if you weren’t preparing to ask something of me.”

I’m not sure what it says about me that the person who truly seems to get me and my nervous habits is someone who runs around replacing people’s entrails with straw and rocks.

There is another story of Perchta. One that I had been turning around in my head for days. She leads a Wild Hunt of her own, roaming the countryside in the dark of night. Except, instead of hunters that will slay anyone caught outside, Perchta’s Wild Hunt is composed of the souls of unbaptized children.

I stood and went to the guest bedroom, which used to be my room when I was a child. I returned with a couple bags of children’s shoes and toys that a camper who reads the guidebooks had dropped off. For the Children, she’d said. Might be helpful.

“These are gifts for your children,” I said, setting them at her feet. “I know you have a Wild Hunt of your own.”

She merely regarded me placidly, her hands crossed over her needle and thread.

“I have no children with me, though.”

“There are some on this campground in want of a mother.”

If this past year had taught me anything, it was that the best way to get rid of something inhuman is to sic an even bigger and nastier inhuman thing on it. Perchta was silent and still for a moment, then she demurely closed her eyes and gestured, beckoning me to come closer. I complied, my heart beating rapidly in my chest. She took my right hand with her left and then held her needle up between us. Then she made a stitch. A careful puncture on the tip of my finger, where the skin is callused and she could run the needle through without drawing blood. It was a strange and unpleasant sensation, having thread drawn through the tip of my finger like that, but it didn’t hurt. She put another stitch in my next finger, and so on and so on, until white thread ran loosely between the fingertips of my hand. She hummed as she worked and did not open her eyes until it was done. Then she bid me to break the thread myself with my teeth. I stared at my hand and the threads connecting finger to finger.

“There,” she said. “All done. Now go bring me my children.”

I began to walk to the garage, but Perchta stopped me by speaking.

“You can use the front door,” she said slyly. “The Little Girl will respect you as my envoy tonight.”

An envoy of Perchta. Certainly something that not just anyone can put on their résumé.

The Little Girl was standing in the yard, watching, as I left through the front door. She wasn’t crying. Her eyes were wide and she watched in silence as I walked to the gate. On impulse, I turned to her.

“I’m not… making a mistake, am I?” I asked.

I didn’t expect a response. It’s just this year had been so messed up and weird that I didn’t want to rule it out, either. The Little Girl stared back at me for a moment and then slowly—very slowly—shook her head no. I was not making a mistake.

The best way to find the Children was on the roads. They wandered from camp to camp in their mostly futile attempt to sell their ice to unsuspecting campers with no survival instincts, and they continued doing this even through the off-season when we had no campers.

It didn’t escape my notice that I wouldn’t have been in this situation if I hadn’t decided to write these guidebooks as a way to teach people about the Children with No Wagon and the consequences of interacting with them. In a way, all of this was the guidebook’s fault.

But maybe it was about to turn out for the better.

I nervously walked along, wishing I’d thought to grab more than just my jacket. A hat or scarf, maybe. I certainly couldn’t wear gloves and I didn’t want to shove my hand in my pocket lest I break the threads. My fingers began to ache and I was only mostly certain it was from the cold. I wasn’t sure what the threads were for or what I was supposed to do with them. I could only hope that, as with most of these inhuman things, it would become apparent at the point it was needed.

I’d just entered the deep woods when I saw a figure standing on the road up ahead. I could not see it clearly because a night mist was encroaching on the campground, rolling in and pouring into the low parts of the land. It hovered silver over the snow. I approached warily, gauging the size of the thing before me. Small. A child. I took a deep breath and regretted it, for the cold chewed at my lungs.

The child was alone. She was small and dirty, standing barefoot in the packed snow on the dirt road. I looked around, trying to make sure her peers weren’t lurking in ambush nearby. There were no footprints to betray them. For that matter, she didn’t leave any footprints either.

“You’re looking for us,” the child said to me.

Her voice seemed wrong. It was too solemn for a child.

“I’ve found a mother for you,” I replied, stopping just a few feet away.

“My mother wasn’t here when I needed her.”

“This one is different. I promise.”

I held out my hand, the threads glowing like the moonlight. The child looked askance at them, considering. Then, slowly, tentatively, she put her hand in mine. Something flashed through my field of vision. A child. A mother. A frozen lake.

“You drowned,” I gasped when the visions cleared. My chest ached, as if I’d been the one thrashing in the darkness and the cold, alone and afraid.

“I cried for my mother,” she whispered, “and she never came. The water filled my lungs instead.”

“It’ll be okay. I’m here to take you to another mother and this one will always be there when you need her.”

I squeezed her hand tight.

One of the threads loosened from my finger. It wrapped around her wrist. And then we walked through the woods as the mist steadily grew thicker.

The next child was a boy. He died as a teenager. I saw how his mother wasn’t ever really there for him, not even as she sat at his hospital bedside as he died after the car crash. I was a little puzzled by this, for he wasn’t a child necessarily, and as the thread looped around his wrist, he appeared to me as he had looked in the moment he died, a teenager with a broken face and bloodstained eyes. But he came with me. As did the next. And the next. And finally, at last, I understood.

A girl. I saw her life: I saw her bury her mother at a younger age than I buried mine. I saw her with children of her own and I saw them grow up and leave. Then I saw her die, quietly in her sleep. She never woke, only stirred slightly to call out, her lips barely moving, and then she was gone.

I was so certain that these were the souls of children. But my theories are only theories. Sometimes I’m wrong. Sometimes the folklore changes. Our world changes and stories change with it.

Perhaps at one point dying before baptism was all that could give rise to these lost children, but the world has changed. We’ve changed. And our collective fears and hopes and needs have shifted, moving from the fear of an early death or starvation to the more nebulous fears of loneliness and emptiness.

As I watched the old woman, crying out softly in her sleep, I finally understood what the Children were.

The souls of those who died alone, wanting for a mother and being denied that gentle comfort of a hand to hold in their last moments.

I took her hand and promised to take her to someone who would make sure she was never alone again. She gazed up at me with hopeful eyes as a thread wrapped itself around her wrist.

I gathered them up, one by one, until I had only one thread left. I frowned, for the path ahead was empty. So far, each of the Children with No Wagon had been within eyeshot of the others, but now the road ahead was nothing more than a road, the path obscured by a heavy fog that was rolling in through the trees.

Sometimes, roads will lead you somewhere other than where you intend to go.

There was movement in the fog. I squinted, trying to discern shapes in the shifting haze. With a start, I realized what it was. Children. Rows and rows of children, all pulling at one another, struggling to get ahead in the surging press of bodies. Their eyes were wide with desperation, a hopeless yearning not out of hunger or malice, but a simple primal need to not be left behind. To not be left alone in this in-between world. There were so many. The tide of bodies vanished into the mist, but I knew they were there, an endless mass of lost souls that all cried out for the same thing. They stretched out fingers in my direction as they pleaded.

Mother. I want my mother.

And I only had one string left.

“We’re going to play a game, children,” I said frantically to the ones I’d already bound. “It’s called ‘run like hell from the undead horde.’ ”

I ran. And it was like the Children—and adults—yoked to me were nothing more than wisps of wind. They trailed behind me, almost formless, bound only to this reality by the threads around their wrists. I dragged them along in my wake, binding them to my humanity, and carried them out of this half realm of the lonesome dead.

There was a light up ahead. The light of my front porch. The only beacon I had. I ran for it as the horde closed in around me, hands reaching out of the mist to snatch at my jacket. They screamed at me to take them with me. To not leave them alone. But most of all, they cried out for their mothers.

“I’m sorry!” I gasped. “There’s too many of you!”

I stretched out my hand for the light of my front porch. Cold hands closed on my legs, seizing the hem of my jeans. The dead sobbed, trying to drag me back in their desperate loneliness. So unwilling to be left alone in their moment of need once again that they were willing to consign another to the same fate. I felt my fingers touch a doorknob and then I was falling forward, tumbling into the warmth and light of my entryway.

Panting, I whirled around. The Children were gone. The mist was gone. There was only my front yard and the Little Girl, watching, just as she’d been when I’d left. I slowly closed the door, staring at the threads still attached to my fingers.

“Did I… fail?” I asked, not turning around, fearing the answer. “Did I not run fast enough?”

The Children I’d had with me were nowhere to be seen.

“No,” Perchta said. “Come here.”

She snipped the threads from my fingers, one by one, and tucked them away into some invisible pocket. As she worked, I noticed that the toys and shoes were gone. I also noticed that her shears were stained with layers of blood, but I tried not to focus on that too much.

“Thank you for collecting them for me,” she said. “If more find their way to the campground, I’ll come for them as well.”

“There were… countless souls. Are they all trapped there until someone claims them?”

She tilted her head at me as if I’d asked a strange question.

“Not all are trapped,” she said. “Nor are all of them souls. Some are… echoes. You shouldn’t bother with such things. It is beyond your domain.”

Life advice from Perchta. Don’t worry about the dead, for there’s nothing we can do for them. It’s cold comfort. I half listened as Perchta told me that she’d take the Children with her and she’d set them loose on the night of her Wild Hunt. I wondered if the Children would ride a wagon, in among the hordes of her followers, screeching as they raced through the night and chased down anything unfortunate enough to be caught in their path. Then she said something that brought my full attention back to her.

“You should join my hunt as well,” Perchta said thoughtfully. “Granted, you’re currently alive, but your death is written in your family’s blood. What does a handful of years matter? One? Ten? Come with me, Kate, and I’ll give you the mother you still yearn for.”

I looked up at her. Her appearance had changed. She wore boots. Her gossamer dress was gone, replaced by practical jeans and a flannel plaid shirt I knew too well. I knew what it smelled like.

It was my mother’s favorite.

And Perchta wore my mother’s face. Her hair. The steely look in her eyes, glinting like fire.

“You cry out for her, do you not?” she continued. “I hear it in your heart.”

“Everyone dies,” I said through clenched teeth. I stepped backward toward the door. “I’ve learned to live with this.”

“You don’t have to.”

She reached out for me with my mother’s hand. In her palm was the last thread, the one I hadn’t used. The one that Perchta had intended to be mine.

I’d watched my mother die, all those years ago. In my dream, far away in my bed in my college apartment. It was more vision than dream, the campground calling me home. The Little Girl sat on her bed, her hands stained with my mother’s blood, and my mother’s abdomen was split open and the organs inside strewn about and then packed back in carelessly, like a child stacking bricks.

Now Perchta stood here, hand outstretched, coming to claim me as one of her own lost children. To run in her Wild Hunt, to be lost forever to this world and belong to the other.

I think… I went a little mad at that point. I ran. Straight out the front door, heedless of the Little Girl or my own safety. I stumbled down the front steps and the Little Girl hurried forward, but it wasn’t for me. She stepped behind me, standing between me and Perchta, and I didn’t dare stop and watch. I could barely see anyway for the tears in my eyes. I burst through the gate and out to the road and I ran to the only place I could think of.

I ran to the graveyard. I collapsed in front of my mother’s grave. And I screamed my grief to the cold earth, weeping for a mother who was gone and could not be replaced.

I was there for a long time. Finally, a voice made me come back to myself. The Little Girl. I didn’t turn around.

“She’s gone,” the Little Girl said. “I don’t think she’ll be back until next year.”

“She didn’t try to take you?” I sniffled.

“I have no mother, for I was never born.”

She’s not a ghost. She was never a human to begin with. She’s something fully inhuman, created specifically as my family’s curse. For a moment, I was stunned at this revelation, and my mind whirled with all the questions it created. How does such a thing happen? What is my family’s relationship with this land?

This world is a cruel place. It takes our fears and turns them against us. These things that we dread, that we try not to think about but haunt us nonetheless, in the silent spaces of our mind, are plucked clear and given form and life. They are turned into weapons, into monsters, and into curses. This world shackles us with the things we seek to flee.

I have no comfort to give you. How can I tell you to come to terms with your loneliness, with your loss, when I can’t do so myself?

Perchta was right. I miss my mother. I miss both my parents. I want them back more than anything. And I fear death because I know it will be by the hand of some inhuman thing and that I will be alone when I die.





My Childhood Wasn’t Normal

I was thirteen years old when my dad first took me hunting for something truly dangerous. I’d gone hunting with my parents before then, but it was for smaller things, like the Gummy Bears. Things that could be easily dispatched without much real danger. This was the first time my dad took me along for something bigger, something that couldn’t be trapped easily and had to be killed in the open. I remember my mother sitting down with me beforehand to explain why this particular creature was different.

“It’s a lot faster than a Gummy Bear,” she said. “It’s smarter too. Not as intelligent as a human, but it can use cunning to hunt. Always assume these inhuman things are faster, stronger, and maybe even smarter than you. It’ll keep you alive.”

But inhuman things are bound to patterns. They act in predictable ways. They’re bear hunting salmon. They’re geese flying north. They do not have the agency that humanity has. That was what made us so different from all of these things on the campground and why we stood a chance against them. We could do the unexpected. We could bring weapons. We could alter our tactics. And most of all, we could use their own rules against them.

She fussed with my charm vest as she said this, making sure it was fastened correctly. There weren’t any talismans or wards that worked on these creatures, but it was smart to wear it anyway as an extra layer of protection and to keep anything opportunistic away. A human interacting with the inhuman world was a trespasser. The campground belonged to our family, but once we crossed the line and touched the things that were not of our world, we were now in their domain. It was like a beacon. Those familiar with our family might simply ignore our presence. Others might draw near in search of easy prey. Or worse—knowing full well who we were and seeking us out with malicious intent.

What were you doing in middle school? Joining band? Trying out for sports? I was heading into the woods with my dad with a shotgun under one arm and an axe on my belt to kill something that had once been human. It’s little wonder I turned out as ruthless as I sometimes am.

I’d picked the axe. Dad liked to carry a baseball bat. I’m pretty sure it was the same bat my mother had used to smash his windshield in when they were in high school.

If you’re wondering why I chose an axe, it’s because my parents’ favorite punishment was to make me chop wood. I chopped a lot of wood as a kid.

I don’t think I was a bad kid. I was just angry. And talked back a lot. I’m sure this surprises no one.

But the evening I went out with my dad I wasn’t angry. I was anxious. Perhaps a little excited. This was a sign that I was becoming an adult, after all, and that I was being entrusted with the grown-up responsibilities of the campground. It was near the end of the camping season, so we left late at night when most of the campers were hopefully asleep. I rode on the back of the four-wheeler, just behind Dad.

When Tyler was a freshman in high school, our mom took him out for his first kill. He’s never talked about it. But I remember hearing our parents discussing it a few days later in hushed voices, when they thought no one was eavesdropping. They were worried Tyler wasn’t suitable to inherit the campground, should it ever fall to him. Not that he couldn’t do it, but rather that he would hate it. They didn’t want either of their children to be miserable.

“I think Kate will be fine,” my dad finally sighed. “She’s strong. She loves this land.”

A long silence.

“You love it too,” my mother said.

“I know.”

I wondered for a long time why my dad sounded so sad when he said that. I think, now that I own the house and sleep with the Beast haunting my nightmares, I understand a little better. This campground is the sweetest of curses.

But thirteen-year-old Kate knew none of this. She was only excited to go hunting with her dad to deal with a real monster.



The campground felt different. Certainly, I’d been out after dark before, but this time there was an undercurrent, like electricity. The night felt more alive. There were things lurking out in the darkness and this time, we were coming for them. I’d spent my whole life learning how to avoid or hide from them and now—finally, finally—I was going to hunt one down. I felt like the heroine. I was going to save the campground.

It doesn’t feel that way anymore. It just feels like I’m doing my job.

One of the staff had reported a deer carcass earlier in the day. Pieces of it were missing. The ribs, mostly. The meat was left untouched. This was an indication of an inhuman thing and since the organs were intact, it ruled out quite a few options. Combined with the disappearance of a camper some weeks prior, my parents were fairly certain we were dealing with something we already knew about.


RULE #7: If you are wandering the campsite with friends and you discover that one has gone missing, contact camp staff immediately. Under no circumstances should you try to find them yourselves, not even if you discover that they’re only a short distance away. That might not actually be your friend.


Most creatures seek out specific prey. It is one of the ways we have an advantage over them. If we know the requirements, we can easily set the bait and meet them on our terms. But the Imposter preys on people looking for it. It appears to people who know its face, standing off a bit from the road, just enough to draw them out of sight of any potential passersby.

The forest muffles sound, I think. We rarely get calls about gunshots and when we do, it’s usually one that occurred off of the campground. We only get calls about screams when it’s too late for the caller to flee.

The Imposter usually takes people who walk in pairs. One of them is enticed off the road and the survivor, should they resist going after their friend, cannot explain how this was done. They say they were just walking along and noticed that their companion was missing and after a few minutes of confused searching, they saw them again some yards away from the road. The smart ones call for their friend to catch up without leaving the road and keep walking. If it really is their friend, they usually do, somewhat annoyed perhaps at being left behind. If it isn’t their friend… well, at least they survived the encounter. The other person is never seen again, at least not as anything human.

Those who go after their friend are found dead. Their body mutilated and pieces removed. Bones, mostly. This thing favors bones.

The Imposter I hunted with my father hadn’t had much success hunting humans, so it’d resorted to other prey. The deer was an indicator that its time was growing short. It was getting desperate. It was ripe to take the bait of the two of us driving slowly along the road late at night, not conversing, searching for a missing person. We swept our flashlights back and forth on the road, periodically scanning the trees. And after about an hour, we found him.

He stood a bit off between two large trees. He held up a hand in greeting as we placed our lights on him and beckoned for us to come closer.

“Look at his chest,” my dad whispered.

I did. There were stark ridges underneath his shirt. A rib cage on the outside of his chest. I thought of the rotting deer, the meat untouched, the bones missing.

We readied our weapons and followed it off the road. I went first with my dad at my back. My parents had coached me on what to do before we left. Fire the shotgun before we reach it. Aim for the legs. Then step in close with the axe and finish it off. Never give it a chance to use its superior abilities against us.

I raised the shotgun when we were only a yard apart. I happened to glance up at the movement as it stretched its lips apart in a facsimile of a smile. There were teeth. Teeth on the inside of his lips, growing out of the flesh. Human teeth.

A camper’s mutilated body had been found in the woods. My parents hadn’t said which parts were missing.

Shocked, I hesitated. It lunged for me, half falling forward, and the ribs underneath its shirt tore through the fabric, stretching out wide like spikes to receive my body. I fired the shotgun, stumbling backward as I did. The shot went high, shredding its torso instead. It was knocked back but not down, and with my heart pounding and my mouth dry with terror, I grabbed my axe instead.

I was panicking, but at least I was panicking in a useful way.

I’m not sure when that panic turned to anger. Perhaps they’ve always been two sides of the same coin.

I ran at the thing, too afraid to even yell a battle cry, and I brought the axe down in a familiar arc, honed by all those horrible hours in the backyard, splitting wood until my palms were blistered. The axe sank deep into the thing’s shoulder and with a wrench, I ripped it clean off. The creature shrieked, a gurgling sound, as if the throat was loose inside its neck. It fell forward, its ribs catching on my charm vest. I got the axe between us, pressing the shaft against its neck as it leered at me, mouth gaping. There was another tongue, at the back of its throat. A deer’s tongue.

Revolted, I shoved hard, pushing it away from me, and with a rip, my charm vest tore off, dangling from its ribs. I staggered for only a moment and then with a strength fueled by adrenaline, I swung the axe sideways and buried it deep into the creature’s neck. Another sharp wrench and the head flopped sideways, hanging from its body by only a thin strip of skin.

It was a simple matter after that to take out the knees and smash the skull. Panting, I stood there in the ruins of its body, covered in blood and bits of bone and flesh. I was shaking. This wasn’t what I’d expected. This wasn’t heroic or glorious. It was just… messy. I felt hollow inside.

It was an important thing I learned that day. No one will celebrate what I do.

Then I looked to my father, wondering why on earth he hadn’t helped at all. He just announced that he knew I could do it and went to get the four-wheeler to transport the body back to the house.

I found out years later that my dad had a revolver trained on it the whole time. He’d moved to stand slightly to the side and behind me so that he had a clear shot where I wasn’t in front of the Imposter. If it looked like things were going to go badly, he’d have intervened. Otherwise, this was something I had to do for myself.

I tried to muster up some sense of pride as we shoveled the body into trash bags. I dropped a few hints to my dad, hoping for his praise. Instead, he stopped and gently turned the body’s head around so that the face was staring up at me. Its eyes were still open and its mouth was parted as if in surprise. The extra teeth jutted out of its lips.

“Look hard,” my dad said. “This thing took pieces from a person it killed. One of our campers. Do you know his name?”

I didn’t. I felt ashamed admitting that. Dad told me who he was, who his friends were that reported him missing, and what family members were waiting for news of his fate. A fate that they’d never learn, because what was left of the body had been disposed of so that it wouldn’t be found. To protect the town. To protect us. Then he told me to close the creature’s eyes, respectfully, and put the head with the rest of the body so that it could be burned and put to rest.

I remember feeling sullen. Wondering why any of this mattered. The camper had ventured into the woods. He’d ignored the signs of danger. This was just what happened, and now we had to clean up the mess he’d caused. What of his friends? I had none that would worry about me if I vanished someday. The entire concept felt alien to me.

Little wonder my parents decided that my dad would be the one to take me hunting. Even then, I was too much like my mother. It is the duty of parents to remove the worst aspects of themselves from their children. I wonder if any actually succeed.

When we got back, Mom wouldn’t let me in the house. She had me strip in the garage and then go immediately to the shower. Considering I was covered with gore, I honestly can’t blame her. When I got done, Dad was taking cookies out of the oven. He said that his dad gave him a drink of whiskey after his first hunting trip like this, but knowing my sweet tooth he felt this was more appropriate.

Dad was also considerably younger than I was when he had to kill something that looked human. Grandpa was a hard man. Times were different back then.

Thirty minutes after we got home, I started crying. Neither of my parents was surprised. Mom just sat me down in the kitchen and brought me tissues and some milk to go with the cookies. This was normal, she told me. Sometimes people cry when adrenaline crashes. I’d probably grow out of it. Or I might not. Either way, it was nothing to be ashamed about. She was right. I did grow out of it, but only after many years of crying almost exactly thirty minutes after anything happened that got my adrenaline up. The body is a funny thing sometimes.

There are many lessons that my parents tried to teach me that didn’t sink in until later. Some I’m still trying to understand. And the things I have yet to learn… I wonder how much they didn’t even begin to teach me before the Little Girl and the Beast took them from us. All I’m left with is my mother’s journals, and those were for her, not me. They aren’t my mother’s voice, telling me that inaction means death and that it is better to fight poorly than to not fight at all. My father’s steadying presence isn’t here, waiting with a weapon should I falter.

It’s just me. Me and my anger and the memories of my parents.





So Much for Stalling

When I woke up the morning after Perchta’s visit, the Lead Dancer was outside my bedroom window giving me two thumbs-up. She stood there, stone-faced, not saying a word, and I finally threw the curtains shut so I wouldn’t have to look at her. But the message was clear. The campground inhabitants were happy the Children were gone.

Even Beau didn’t push me as hard as he usually did when he showed up to continue training me in how to use a knife. He didn’t have a set schedule; it seemed more to coincide with whichever day I would least like to get a new set of bruises.

At least I can talk to him whenever he shows up. Sometimes he even deigns to answer.

“Where did you come from, anyway?” I panted in the cold morning air, trying to think of a way to stall him so I could catch my breath. “You don’t exist in folklore.”

He tilted his head at me, his eyes narrowing, and I wondered if the question even made sense to him.

“What’s the first thing you remember?” I asked, changing tactics.

“Walking down a road, looking for someone to share a drink with,” he replied.

He took a step forward, which I recognized as a warning sign that he was about to try to jab me somewhere painful with the hilt of his knife. But then he paused.

“No,” he said thoughtfully. “I remember… a morass. And a path up a hill. Everything was gray.”

I didn’t get a chance to ask more questions, because that was apparently a way to distract me and the next thing I knew he was way too close and my knife was spinning through the air to land a full five feet away.

“I don’t see how knowing how to use a knife is going to help!” I finally snapped as I went to retrieve it. “The horse is twelve feet tall!”

“This isn’t about just the horse,” he said with a frown. “And it is not twelve feet tall.”

“Let me have my hyperbole. You’ve already taken my dignity.”

“Very well. It’s twelve feet tall. And do you think a shotgun is going to work against it? Against that ancient thing that stalks these woods?”

I licked my lips nervously. No, I didn’t. And I knew the stories—a gift from an inhuman was often the key to victory.

“Fine,” I said with a grimace. “Let’s keep going.”



Before I could even think about capturing the dapple-gray stallion, I had to figure out its habits. If I knew the trails it liked to take or even where it slept, then perhaps I could set some kind of a trap. In my heart, I had little hope that it would work, but I was willing to try anything before enacting the other plan I’d thought up.

Using a live horse to bait the dapple-gray stallion in.

I could feel my father’s disappointment from beyond the grave for even considering such a thing.

So I drove through the woods on my four-wheeler, looking for hoofprints or disturbed underbrush. Unfortunately, I was finding a lot of the latter. An alarming amount, in fact, often accompanied by broken tree limbs. So many that I had new clearings cropping up in the deep woods once I finished cleaning up the debris. On one hand, that meant my campers would have an easier time setting up when our big events rolled around in the summer. On the other hand, I had to wonder what was happening in my forest to cause such destruction.

It didn’t take me long to find my answer. Halfway through November I stumbled across a clearing that was occupied. I pushed my way through the underbrush, and down a short incline, a scant handful of yards away, crouched the ancient creature that I had brought to my campground. It huddled in its robes, the edges tattered and stained with dirt, its shoulders hunched and its legs drawn close to its body. Like the stump of a tree, I thought.

It looked up. The glowing red eye settled upon me.

It knew I was here.

It remained motionless, but it didn’t look away from where I stood frozen in place. Like it was waiting for me. I wanted to turn around and walk away, to pretend I didn’t understand, anything other than to walk closer to where it crouched on the ground. But that would have been rude. You usually didn’t survive being rude to an ancient thing.

I picked my way down the incline to the newly formed clearing. I stepped carefully between the fallen tree limbs and uprooted bushes.

“Kind of a mess down here,” I said with forced cheerfulness. “You throwing wild parties with the Dancers or something?”

I tried to keep my hand away from the hilt of the knife I carried on my belt. I couldn’t even beat Beau yet. I stood no chance against this creature, even though my instincts screamed at me that I should be armed, that I had to defend myself. I sucked in breath and tried to bring my nerves back under control.

And when I did, the ancient thing lunged.

It surged off the ground and then it was standing, towering over me, and I caught a glimpse of that red eye in the depths of its hood before a single hand slammed down onto my back and knocked me face down into the dirt. The fingers curled around my rib cage and the heel of its palm pressed down between my shoulder blades.

“We had a bargain,” it snarled. “Why haven’t you fulfilled it?”

“There—there wasn’t a deadline attached,” I coughed.

“Your deadline is my patience, which is growing thin.”

Humans could break promises with impunity. They could outwit these creatures with a clever turn of phrase.

It didn’t always turn out well for the human.

“Bring me the stallion,” it continued. “Your delays are intolerable. You force me to find allies to bridge the gap between us.”

It spat the word. I tried to speak, but my breath was coming in short, panicked gasps that made my chest ache with each inhale. Desperately, I cast about with my eyes, vainly searching for a way to escape. The creature loomed over me, its stance tilted, and then I saw it.

An arrow. Sticking out of its leg.

“The fairy,” I gasped. “You’re battling the fairy.”

And the fairy seemed to be winning. This ancient thing was fast for its size, but it wasn’t able to outmaneuver a deer—not in the forest, not with the underbrush and the tree limbs grasping at it. The creature pressed harder and I clenched my teeth to keep from crying out at the pressure. It felt like my ribs were going to snap.

“You live because you remain useful,” it said coldly. “Do try to stay that way, if you wish to keep living. Get me the horse, or I’ll rip your bones out and crush them between my teeth.”

The creature lifted its hand. I coughed, sucked in air, and curled into a shaking ball in the dirt. I lay there as it stalked off. At the edge of the clearing, it paused and ripped the arrow free with a thin spray of blood. It snapped it in two with one hand and threw the pieces down into the dirt. I stared at them for a long time, waiting for my heart to stop racing.



I needed a plan. I needed a plan that would work, instead of just half-formed ideas like “Find the stallion when it’s sleeping.” Unfortunately, I just didn’t know a lot about horses, especially gigantic cannibalistic ones. So I called the one person who did understand the dapple-gray stallion. The person who probably knew it better than anyone else in the world.

I called my brother, who had once been under the horse’s sway.

“Tyler, I’ve got a problem,” I said as soon as he picked up the phone. “You know how the dapple-gray stallion is back?”

“It only haunts my nightmares every night,” he replied dryly. “Why?”

“I need it. For… reasons.”

There was a long pause.

“Need it dead?” he ventured hopefully.

“Nope. Alive. I don’t have many good ideas right now and I think I’m running out of time.”

There was an even longer pause. I juggled the phone over to my other ear anxiously while I waited.

“You can’t save it,” he finally said. “Dad tried—”

“I know! I was there when it killed Louisa. I just—there’s a creature that wants it and I think when it gets the horse they’ll both just leave.”

I felt a pang of guilt for lying to Tyler. I no longer had any illusions that the creature was going to leave. It needed that horse so it could battle the fairy, and I knew that being mounted would make it far more dangerous, perhaps dangerous enough that the fairy would lose their next battle. I wasn’t heroic, though. I wasn’t willing to sacrifice myself for anyone. I’d get the damn horse and save myself, and the fairy would have to figure it out from there.

“How about I go get it?” Tyler sighed.

“You can’t be serious.”

“I am. Think about it—it was my horse. It obeyed me.”

“It also poisoned your mind and tried to get you to kill me,” I muttered.

“I was a kid. I think I’ll be a bit better at resisting what it tells me now.”

“You think you’ll just be able to walk up and put a rope around its neck and lead it wherever?” I asked, rolling my eyes.

“I mean… that’s how the stories work.”

I stopped short, unable to launch into my next protest. He had me there. That was how it worked in stories. The hero just walked in and took the magical horse and led it out of the stable and then it was theirs. I groaned and rubbed at my temples, wondering if he’d listen to me if I refused. Sneaking onto the campground to carry out his plan regardless of my wishes felt like something a member of our family would do. It was something I’d do.

“Okay,” I sighed. “Just… don’t tell Danielle what we’re doing. She already hates me enough.”





A Strip of Skin

A week before Thanksgiving Tyler came to try his plan. There was frost on the grass that lingered long after the sun rose. It was going to be a cold winter. I was still skeptical, but he insisted. Also, he’d made these little mason jar desserts using a sous vide machine and had brought some chocolate mousse as a bribe.

“This isn’t enough to convince me that this plan isn’t stupid,” I grumbled as I found space for them in the fridge.

“I guess I should have brought cheesecakes as well, then,” he replied calmly.

“Tyler.”

I rounded on him. He seemed so calm, standing there. As if he weren’t about to go tell a gigantic murder horse to please follow him around on a lead, thank you very much.

“Look, Kate,” he sighed. “The horse is my problem to deal with. I had a hand in creating it. It told me it wanted to eat the foals and I thought if I let them go, the horse wouldn’t turn into a monster, but I only made it hungrier. And then it wanted more… it wanted the campground… it wanted you. Sure, you can say I was a kid and it was controlling me all day long, but I still have to live with that guilt. If I have even a slim chance of getting that horse off the campground, at saving my sister’s life, then I’m going to take it.”

I hadn’t told Tyler about the bargain that was endangering my life, but Tyler was good at reading between the lines. He knew me.

His voice had an edge to it that indicated he was up for an argument if I was. For once, I didn’t have the heart for it. Maybe it was because my encounter with Perchta had left me feeling achingly lonely, or maybe it was because part of me was so very tired and desperately wanted someone else to shoulder the responsibility of the campground for a while.

“Okay,” I sighed. “But let’s at least each take a four-wheeler in case we need to make a fast exit.”

We drove slowly, theoretically so we could watch our surroundings, even though we both knew we wouldn’t find the horse until we reached the deep woods. I think we just wanted to talk to each other. My brother and I have never been that close and I wonder if it is because we are so different in our interests, or if it’s because he tried to kill me. Regardless of the reason, I’ve always felt like maybe I was missing out on something by not having that sibling relationship.

“I’ve been thinking about Dad a bit lately,” Tyler said as we reached the tree line.

“You always were closer to him than I was.”

“I keep wondering why he got the horses.”

“He really liked horses,” I laughed.

“I know that, but… he was raised on the campground. He should have known better than anyone else how it ruins everything it touches.”

I was quiet a moment, not sure how to respond to that. It didn’t, though, I thought. It was dangerous but it was also beautiful and peaceful and it could tuck people away from the world so they could just exist for a moment. Just exist and breathe.

We grow cynical when all we see is the ugly bits. The angry campers who want a refund for some silly little reason. The hundred thousandth person to get their car stuck in a ditch. The remains left behind by some creature that would have left a body behind somewhere else, if my campground weren’t here as such an attractive hunting ground.

“Dad had a way of seeing the best in everything,” I said quietly. “Even the monsters.”

We drove in silence for a little bit more. We were almost to the deep woods, to the bend that signaled the trail was descending farther into the trees, when we came across something inhuman. Or rather, the inhuman found us.

They came up from behind us. Their footsteps were silent on the dirt and gravel road and the rustle of their raincoats registered as nothing more than the wind in the leaves. It was the unease that finally made me turn, like the brush of a breath on the back of my neck causing a thin shudder to run down my spine. An instinct that has kept humanity alive for all this time. I whipped around, my hand falling to my knife.

When I turned and saw the Harvesters, I stopped short of drawing it, but I was happy that Beau’s training had at least sharpened my reflexes.

Before us were seven of them, silent, faceless.

“Good to see you are putting your knife to use, campground manager,” one of them said.

“What do you want?” I snapped.

I admit I was spoiling for a fight. The horror of what they did—removing small pieces from my campers, removing far worse if they screamed or fought back—was not erased by their assistance with the Lady in Chains. An alliance out of convenience did not make up for their evils.

“Nothing from you,” one said.

Of course not. They’d taken my pinky toe while I was still in the womb. I’d already given enough to them.

“We have business with him,” another said.

It raised a hand and pointed at my brother. Its scalpel was already poised in its fingers and the blade glinted as it leveled out in the direction of my brother’s chest. My anger went cold in my veins. My stomach twisted and it felt like my chest was tight, like I couldn’t breathe quite right. I clutched at the hilt of my knife so tight that my fingers ached.

“This is my brother!” I cried. “Haven’t you taken enough from my family?”

They’d killed my great-aunt. She’d stabbed one of them in the face with its own scalpel, and they’d taken her apart in retaliation. Taken her apart and then used the pieces to make the knife I now carried.

“We have not,” one replied. “There is more to be done.”

“It is far less than we will take if you continue to refuse,” another said.

Fear fluttered like a moth through my heart, but I did not step aside. This was my brother. Wasn’t I supposed to keep him—and everyone else—safe? Perhaps I wasn’t capable of the latter, but I’d be damned if I failed at the former.

“It’s fine,” my brother said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I’ve always known this could happen someday.”

“But—”

“You’re doing that protective-older-sister thing.”

And the way he said it, it sounded like an admonishment. I was stunned. Like—I did that? I’d never thought my brother and I were that close, so how could I have a “thing” like that?

He stepped past me and approached the Harvesters. They closed in around him in a circle, putting their backs to me. One reached out and gripped my brother’s wrist, turning his arm palm-down. Another pushed his sleeve back past his elbow. A third raised its scalpel. They handled him gently, their concern belying their intentions.

This was too much. I couldn’t stand here and do nothing. My body felt light, like I was floating, like I was acting outside of myself. Perhaps I could distract them enough that he could escape. Perhaps I’d kill them. Or perhaps I’d die like my great-aunt.

I was ready to find out.

Then two of the Harvesters broke from the circle and turned to face me. They formed up side by side, blocking my path.

“Do not test our patience, camp manager,” the one on the right said.

“The cost of interfering will not be your life, but something far worse.”

There’s something about being threatened with a fate worse than death that will cause just about anyone to pause. It’s like a punch to the gut. I’ve faced these threats in the past, of course, but I had my anger to carry me through. Right now, I just felt scared. Afraid for my brother. Angry, but in a helpless, futile sort of way. A sickly anger that sapped my strength instead of fueling it. I hesitated, and I hated myself for it.

“Kate,” my brother said from inside the ring of Harvesters, his voice high and strained. “Please. Let me save you for once.”

The Harvester with the scalpel turned the blade downward and began to cut. The muscles in Tyler’s forearm trembled with the effort of staying still and silent. I had to look away.

They took a strip of skin from the elbow to the wrist, an inch wide. The Harvester carefully folded this up on itself and tucked the bloody bundle into a pocket. Another crouched and took up a handful of dirt from the ground and packed this into the wound. My brother remained silent the entire time, his face sheet-white, shaking and struggling to remain on his feet. I ran to him as soon as the Harvesters parted and let me through. He sagged against me, his breathing rapid, and I put his good arm around my shoulder to help support his weight.

“Are you satisfied now?” I snarled at the Harvesters. “Can we go?”

“Indeed we are. Good day, camp manager.”

I turned us around toward the direction of home. The Harvesters went in the opposite direction, returning to the deep woods.

“Guess we won’t be getting that horse after all,” my brother said with a weak laugh.

“Are you going to make it back?” I asked him.

“I think so.” He glanced down at his arm, which was dangling limply at his side. “Bleeding has stopped.”

I looked over. The blood coating his wrist and fingers was drying into a tacky film. The dirt on his arm had turned to mud, tinged darkly red, but it was holding fast to the wound. I told him to not touch it. Certainly, it didn’t seem sanitary, but I’d read about this in fairy tales. It just might keep the wound from bleeding too much or getting infected.

I called for an ambulance to meet us at the edge of the deep woods. It was a smart move, for Tyler didn’t make it that far past the tree line before he collapsed and threw up in the ditch. There was blood mixed in the bile and Tyler admitted that he’d been biting his cheek the whole time to keep from screaming. With the Harvesters now out of sight, I felt we could just sit and wait until help arrived to transport him the rest of the way.

Maybe he was delirious from blood loss or pain, but as they were loading him up in the back of the ambulance, he invited me to Thanksgiving.

I’d never celebrated with my brother and his wife before. In the past I’d spent it with my aunt and uncle, but they were both dead now. This year, I had some offers from other relatives because even though the family was in turmoil about how this worst year was being handled and at odds as to what I should be doing instead, we were still family. They must have conspired behind my back, because I’d gotten a handful of strategic offers, carefully timed so that I could take my pick of what kind of Thanksgiving dinner I wanted. Did I want to eat with some relatives close to my age where the house would be filled with screaming children? Or did I want to eat with someone from the prior generation where it would be quiet, demure, and we’d probably all pass out and nap during the post-meal football game?

I’d even gotten offers from outside the family, which was unusual. I suppose everyone felt sorry for me. Bryan had offered, somewhat awkwardly, clarifying that his mother was the one who came up with the idea. The Old Sheriff called me and offered, saying that his wife promised it would be a mundane Thanksgiving, no additional… oddness. This wasn’t her people’s holiday, after all. I’d even had Emily—my newest full-time hire—offer to host. Her boyfriend had gotten a deep fryer and was anxious to show it off. I declined but dropped a call to the fire department to let them know they had a newbie with a deep fryer on their hands.

I tentatively brought up the offer again as we sat in the ER, waiting while the nurse washed Tyler’s arm down with povidone-iodine and bandaged it up. He didn’t need a skin graft, the doctor said, but it was going to leave a nasty scar. Danielle showed up sometime before he was discharged. Colleen was with the Old Sheriff and Sorcha.

“So… Thanksgiving?” I ventured after she got done fussing over her husband.

“Yeah. It’d be nice to have you, what with… everything.”

She glanced aside as she said this. Danielle still wasn’t entirely comfortable talking about the monsters out loud, much less saying how I’d lost both my aunt and uncle in under a year.

“I sent Tyler out with some mousse so he could invite you,” she continued. “But how did this happen?”

“I, uh, asked to go into the deep woods,” Tyler admitted sheepishly.

“What!?”

“I grew up on the campground! Normally it’s just fine!”

Danielle took a deep breath and I recognized the look in her eyes. So did Tyler, as he shrank back like he wanted the hospital bed to swallow him whole. That’s when I decided to step into the lobby to call the Old Sheriff and let him know I’d love to have dinner with him and Sorcha, but that I was going to pass on Thanksgiving with them and go to my brother’s house instead.





They Look a Bit Like Cranberry Sauce

Two days before Thanksgiving, Bryan contacted me on the radio. I had very few staff on the campground now that the camping season was over. There were a couple people I brought in for maintenance and improvements, but that was up in the fields and the parking lot, which saw the most wear and tear. I didn’t care to have anyone in the deep woods right now. Bryan, however, was the one exception. Normally he worked part-time during the winter, but with him monitoring the Gummy Bears, I’d asked if he wanted to stay full-time and he’d agreed. He wasn’t very fond of his usual part-time winter job.

“Something you need to see,” Bryan said over the radio.

I sighed and set down my book about the proper care of horses, where I’d been hoping to find clues on how I could capture the dapple-gray stallion, now that Tyler was out of commission for a bit.

“I hate it when you say that,” I replied. “It’s never anything good.”

He gave me his location and I got the four-wheeler to join him. I took my shotgun and a can of gasoline. One or both was likely to come in handy when dealing with Gummy Bears.

I found him in the soggy part of the deep woods, where the soil sinks into a slight depression that floods whenever it rains. Yes, people still camp down there during the big events. They lay out tarps and I’ve heard it’s a bit like walking around on a giant waterbed.

“Look at this,” Bryan said, gesturing at the fairy circle behind him.

It was big. I could have parked two of the four-wheelers inside of it, easy. And sticking halfway out of the ground were bones. I saw ribs—those were easy enough to identify with their curved edges—and while the others looked like bones belonging to arms or legs, they were quite a bit bigger than I was used to seeing.

“Cow?” Bryan ventured. “Do we know anyone that’s lost a cow recently?”

I crouched at the edge of the circle, not wanting to cross the line of mushrooms, and squinted at the bones. They looked familiar for some strange reason. And there were marks on them. Gouges.

Then one of Bryan’s dogs snuck up from behind and licked me on the side of the face.

“The horses!” I shrieked, bolting to my feet. “You assholes dug up the horses again!”

The dogs didn’t even have the decency to look embarrassed. Now that I knew what I was looking for, I could tell that the scratches and pitting on the bones were from canine teeth. No matter how deep I buried the bones of the mares the dapple-gray stallion had killed, the dogs still somehow managed to dig them up to chew on.

“Weird that they’re half-buried, though,” Bryan said. “That’s what I wanted you to look at.”

“Eh, the ground is still pretty soggy. They probably sank in the mud… or maybe the dogs trampled them when they were dragging them out here.”

“I’ve had the dogs with me all day though…”

I was only half listening. The mystery was solved in my mind. The dogs had dug up the bones. The Gummy Bears had relocated them to their fairy circle for… reasons. Didn’t know, didn’t care. I kicked the nearest mushroom to disturb the circle so I could step inside.

And with a sound like a boot heel being pulled free of a swamp, the bones began to rise from the ground. The mud around them boiled as they did. It crawled onto the bones, cascading upward and flattening into thick layers. Layers that quickly turned translucent, tainted with the dark red of old meat.

“Is that… a Gummy Bear?” Bryan ventured, unable to tear his gaze away.

Half of a horse skull surfaced from the mud. The flesh spilled over into one of the eye sockets and dragged it backward toward the rapidly arranging vertebrae.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I said grimly. “Yeah, that’s a Gummy Bear. Here. Shoot it if it gets out. I’m going to go get the gasoline.”

I shoved my shotgun at Bryan. He took it, holding it by the stock with both hands straight out in front of him, as far from his body as he could get. I tried to remember if Bryan had ever shot a gun before and couldn’t come up with anything. Whatever. He had his dogs.

I returned with gasoline in time to find the horse halfway free of the mud. Its head was fully formed now, the flesh spilling down the back of its neck as pustules to create a mane. Both of its forelegs were free and it was straining at the soil, trying to drag its hindquarters clear. Bryan was exactly as I’d left him and he mutely turned to hold the shotgun out at me. I sighed, set the gasoline down, and took it back from him. The dogs were being similarly useless.

“Honestly,” I said. “Do I have to do everything?”

I shrugged the shotgun up and raised the barrel. But before I could center it on the horse’s body, a bright point of light came arcing out from between the trees. The spear struck the horse straight through its chest, the point driving downward and pinning it to the ground. Its mouth split open in a silent scream. Beside me, Bryan flinched but otherwise didn’t react.

And out of the forest came the fairy. Other than the fact they were riding a very large deer they looked quite ordinary. Well, ordinary if your social circle consists entirely of fashion models, I suppose. Long braided hair, sharply defined features, and from what I could see of their legs it was clear they didn’t skip leg day. They wore their armor, shining like silver as if they’d just rode out of a museum.

“Fifth time this week,” the fairy said in annoyance. “It’s becoming quite the distraction.”

Then it urged the deer forward and ripped the spear free. The Gummy Bear’s heart was impaled on the spear and caught on the crosspiece, allowing the fairy to pull it free with a slorp. The creature’s body sagged and went limp, the flesh spreading out around it like a melting snowman.

“Well?” the fairy asked impatiently.

I startled, realizing that they were looking at me. I hastily uncapped the gasoline and started pouring it over the mess of the dissolving Gummy Bear.

“What do you mean ‘fifth time this week’?” I asked.

“Exactly that,” they replied. “This is the fifth time—”

“Right, got it, thank you,” I interrupted.

The Gummy Bears were getting bigger. And now they were even using the horse bones, the same horses that the dapple-gray stallion had killed and we’d buried in the field just to give them a proper place to rest. I’d thought this was my problem to deal with, just another aspect of the land turning ancient, but the fairy’s presence made me hesitate.

“The ancient thing said it was recruiting allies,” I said quietly. “Is this what it’s referring to?”

It was going to have a horse, one way or another.

“Everyone is picking a side, campground manager,” the fairy replied coldly. “Yours or another.”

And my family had been destroying the Gummy Bears for generations. I stared at the bubbling remains of the Gummy Bear for a moment. Then I flicked a match onto the gasoline. For a moment, we were all silent as the flames roared into life. At least the ground around here was still very wet, I thought. Little chance of it spreading. Still, I was glad I’d thought to grab the fire extinguisher from the four-wheeler as well.

“So, uh, you’ve picked my side then?” I ventured.

“No.”

Great. Way to be helpful. I tried to keep the anger I felt off my face. Be respectful. Be polite. Be someone with tact. I could fairly feel Bryan vibrating with anxiety behind me.

“You’re off doing your own thing, fine, I can respect that,” I said, not quite managing to keep the edge out of my tone. “It’s just—this is my job—my responsibility—to take care of the campground. I’d be a poor camp manager if I didn’t do something about the gigantic murder horse, the ancient thing lurking in the woods, and the Gummy Bears crawling out of the ground everywhere.”

I could manage tact. I just didn’t choose to most days.

The fairy closed their eyes and dipped their head slightly in assent.

“I apologize,” they said. “I was not respecting the obligations of your title.”

Well, now I can check that off my bucket list. Got an apology from the fairy. Making it sound so formal, when really it just means I’m the one who gets to tell Karen to piss off when she’s berating my staff about how the slushie machine is broken.

“If you really desire to participate in my battle,” the fairy continued, “then I leave these…”

“We call them Gummy Bears,” Bryan supplied helpfully.

“… Gummy Bears in your hands. Perhaps you’ll be up to the task of quelling them.”

“And if I’m not up to the task?” I muttered, more to myself than anything.

“Then I suppose you die,” the fairy replied indifferently. “But that is always the risk in joining a war, isn’t it?”

War. The word settled uneasily in my head. I glanced over and caught Bryan’s gaze. He had gone very pale, his bloodless face in stark contrast to his disheveled black hair. I saw the fear in his eyes and knew that he understood exactly what it was that the fairy—one of the Tuatha Dé Danann—would war with.

Their ancient enemy. The Fomorians. Monstrous creatures that inhabited Ireland and warred with any that would settle there, until they were defeated in battle and driven into the sea.

It seemed they hadn’t been entirely destroyed. And now one had found its way here, to my campground.

The deer turned its head and began to walk slowly away. I took a deep breath and stepped forward, reaching out to catch their elbow. There was a sharp hiss from Bryan and he snarled under his breath for me to shut up and let it go. But I would not. This was my campground. It wasn’t some battlefield in Ireland. It was my home.

“That ancient creature… the Fomorian,” I said. “Why is it here? What does it want?”

“Domination,” the fairy replied coldly. “Like all of its kind.”





The Things We Do for Family

I showed up early to Thanksgiving to help Danielle finish cooking. Tyler of course couldn’t help much, with his one arm bandaged up and hurting. He sat on the sofa and kept Colleen occupied, which as far as I could tell just involved making faces at her. It was a peaceful and ordinary dinner. We didn’t talk about the campground or any other unnatural things. His wife was making plans for Christmas already. I pointed out that their daughter would be too young to remember anything and Tyler crossly said that wasn’t the point. It was her first Christmas.

“Besides, what else are you going to do on Christmas?” Tyler said with no small measure of sarcasm. “Sit on the front porch with your shotgun in case Krampus comes by?”

Okay, so we didn’t entirely avoid talking about anything inhuman.

Halfway through dinner they put their daughter down to nap in her crib. We listened to her burbling on the baby monitor for a while before she dozed off. Then, as his wife was getting the pumpkin pie and as Tyler was happily recounting the time the high school physics teacher taught us about velocity by bringing a BB rifle into the classroom, I heard something odd. At first I thought it was the baby monitor and that the infant was waking up. Then the sound shifted, drawing closer to the front of the house. I hastily shushed Tyler and listened intently.

Across the table, my brother grew pale. He knew what this sudden tension on my face meant. From the kitchen, his wife began to ask what was wrong, and he motioned for her to be quiet.

“I hear it too,” he whispered.

“Go get your gun,” I told him.

The quiet stamp of a large hoofed animal. It was circling the house.

Carefully, Tyler pushed his chair back from the table. The shotgun was in a gun case in the garage. The key was hidden in the bedroom. They figured it wasn’t too soon to start practicing gun safety, with a baby in the house, but now those precautions were working against us. I also got up and made for my purse, where my knife was stored away. I saw Danielle raise an eyebrow at me as I pulled it out.

Clearly she did not hear the hoofbeats or did not register their significance. I gestured for her to walk toward me, but I suppose I didn’t hide where my gaze was set well enough, for instead she turned around to see what I was looking at.

Staring in through the kitchen window was the dapple-gray stallion. Its forehead pressed against the window as its breath fogged up the panes, so that the only part of it you could see clearly was its eyes.

Danielle cursed and stumbled backward, nearly dropping the pumpkin pie. She hastily shoved it onto the counter, even while I yelled at her to forget the damn pie, she needed to move. I lunged forward, trying to grab her and drag her backward, but the horse was faster. It jerked its head back and then slammed its forehead through the glass. The window shattered, the frame cracked, and the horse’s head was inside the house. It opened its mouth and screamed at us, a maniacal braying, and I swear that I saw unnaturally prominent canines when it opened its mouth. Then it thrashed its head back and forth and the house groaned at the force of its body. The plaster around the window began to crack, and the nearest cupboard fell from the wall and smashed against the floor with a deafening sound of shattering dishware.

I seized Danielle and dragged her backward, putting her behind me. I brandished the knife at the horse and it paused, breathing hard, one eye staring warily at me.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” I said evenly. “We’re no longer kids. We’re not such easy targets anymore!”

Then Tyler burst into the kitchen with his shotgun. He didn’t even hesitate. He just raised the gun and fired. The horse screeched and ripped its head back through the window as the blast sliced through its thick hide and splattered blood across the sink and countertops. For a moment, we stood still, breathing hard, listening as the horse retreated.

“Still think you can get it to obey you?” I demanded breathlessly.

“No, I’m starting to have doubts about that plan,” he replied with a touch of hysteria in his voice. “What is it doing here? How did it find my house?”

I turned, trying to follow the sound of the horse’s movements. It was retreating, but it wasn’t gone yet. Still circling the house, albeit from a safer distance.

“The mud,” I said in horror. “We took it off too soon.”

Both my brother and his wife stared at me like I was crazy, but I forged ahead with my theory. I’m used to such looks.

“In the stories. That’s how it works—the mud is used to cover up the wound so you don’t leave a trail of blood. I thought it would be safe once you were off the campground, but it wasn’t the creatures on the campground they were trying to hide you from. It was the horse. And we took it off before you were safely home.”

“We led it here,” my brother said, aghast as the realization dawned on him. “It’s after me.”

But no. It wasn’t. As I’d said—we weren’t such easy targets to control anymore.

But there was another heir to the campground in this house. I didn’t realize that, not at first.

From somewhere else in the house came the sound of another window shattering. Tyler swore and ran toward it, reloading the shotgun as he ran.

“Colleen,” Danielle said. “I need to get her.”

“She’s safe upstairs,” I replied, “but yeah, we can get up there. Stay with me though. Tyler! See what you can do down here to keep it busy!”

I went ahead of Danielle, watching the windows carefully as we passed through the living room. I wasn’t sure what I could do without a gun, but I felt obligated to put myself between Danielle and anything dangerous. She hadn’t grown up here. She wasn’t used to this.

Another window shattered, this time from the opposite end of the house.

“It’s toying with us!” my brother shouted.

“So when Tyler said a horse told him to kill you as children…” his wife said tentatively.

“Yep. This is it.”

“I had a horse try to kill me as a kid,” she said with a nervous giggle. It bordered on the edge of hysteria, so I thought it best that she keep talking, even if it wasn’t helpful. “It was a Shetland pony and its name was Goldenrod.”

“Well, our Goldenrod is the size of an elephant and eats people,” I muttered.

More glass shattered. The house groaned and I heard wood splinter. How many windows were in this house, anyway? Did the horse intend on breaking all of them, just for giggles?

Then I heard the sound of a baby screaming.

Danielle shoved past me, shouting her child’s name, and sprinted up the stairs. She got there before me. I arrived just in time to look over Danielle’s shoulder at the shattered window, the wall underneath bent inward where the horse had stood on its hind legs and rested is hooves on the side of the house. Just far enough to get its neck farther inside the house so that it could reach the crib.

Colleen was gone.

Danielle collapsed, clutching at the bars of the crib. Her screams were the only thing I could hear. Numb, I stood there and watched as Tyler went to her, taking her shoulders, and she pulled away from him, still screaming. Struck weakly at his face and his arms until he let go and he could only stand there helplessly. Then he turned to me, his face hollow. Like I was looking at a dead man.

I didn’t say anything. I just picked up the shotgun and walked quickly out the front door, before Tyler could think to follow. I followed the horse’s prints, sunk deep into the earth, which was still soft from a recent rain. I followed it to where it waited for me at the edge of the property.

My niece was on the horse’s back. She lay with her legs and arms in the air, seemingly stuck fast by some power. She appeared unharmed and was making quiet noises of confusion and dismay but did not seem to be in any great distress.

“It’s me you want, right?” I asked the horse, slowly approaching, keeping the shotgun’s barrel pointed at the ground. “Give her back to them and you can have me.”

The horse turned its head sideways, eyeing me carefully, and then it spoke. Its voice was thick and guttural, like it was choking out its words.

“I am not as simple a brute creature as you assume,” it said. “I do not want to be the one to kill you. I have already forgone such opportunities.”

“Then what?” I demanded. “What do you want from me?”

“I do want you to die.”

“You want my brother to do it.”

“Yessss.” It trailed off into a neighing laugh. “But because he is recalcitrant, I must find a substitute.”

My niece.

“I will raise her. She will grow quickly, feral and strong, and I will teach her to eat the flesh of her own kind.” It tossed its head, deeply pleased by its scheme. “When she is ready, I will send her to the campground and you will die at the hand of your own kin and both of us will feast on your body.”

“Are you trying to take over the campground too?” I snapped. “To ascend? Become the ancient thing that rules over it?”

I edged closer, trying to decide if I could cross the distance in time. If I could even reach with my knife. I felt like any attempt would look like a Jack Russell terrier taking on a Great Dane, with similar results.

“I cannot,” it replied. “There are qualifications to be met. Rules that must be followed. And I… I am here to usurp the eldest. This is my role. This is what I was created to do. Nothing more.”

“There’s a Fomorian that seems to think your purpose is to carry its gigantic ass around,” I muttered peevishly.

“I have a different offer, if you’re in the mood to bargain,” it said, ignoring my insult. “I give your niece back to her parents—if your brother finishes what he started so long ago. What I whispered in his ear, when I promised to make him greater than you, when I promised him everything that he couldn’t have.”

Kill me. Kill me, and give himself over to the dapple-gray stallion’s will.

Only then would he release my niece.

“You have three days to decide,” the horse said, and then it turned and ran, and took my niece with it.

I’m a campground manager. But I am also a sister and I am also an aunt. Perhaps my family is a little selfish, keeping this campground running so that the town—and us—can survive and even profit off it. I am certainly a selfish person, viewing the deaths of my campers as an inconvenience at first and then as a personal defeat, as a challenge I’d failed to rise to, instead of a tragedy to grieve. But there are a few areas where that selfishness is stripped away.

Blood is one of them. Family.

The power of sacrifice is the strongest power of them all.

I spent Friday getting my affairs in order. When I was done, I called my brother and asked him to come over to my house. Just him, so we could talk without his wife present. I told him I was going to make an attempt at the dapple-gray stallion’s capture. And if I failed—then we’d take the bargain.

I gave him a pistol, in case it came to that. He knew what to do with it.

I’d leave in the morning to find the stallion.





A Bridle of Flesh

I went to the family graveyard just after dawn. It felt like the right thing to do. I sat in front of my parents’ gravestone and stared at the matching dates of when they died. I’ve faced my own death before. I hear it every night, skulking outside the window, circling the house in search of the Little Girl, from which it takes its appeasement. Yet that is a vague future and I fear it in much the same way that you may fear a cancer diagnosis or a car crash. It is one of many possible ends. It can be held at bay in the mind as a remote possibility.

What I contemplated that morning was a death so close at hand I could feel its breath on the back of my neck. There was a deadline. It is one thing to expect to die. It is another to be able to count the minutes.

At least with Perchta there had been some uncertainty I could cling to.

I think I sought some kind of peace. The presence of my parents, perhaps. But my vigil only served to remind me that they were dead and gone and I was facing this alone.

It was almost a relief when the sun rose, for I could at least get moving and feel like I was doing something to save myself and my niece.

There was a bundle on the porch when I returned to my house. At first I thought it was a dead snake, then I thought it was rope. As I drew closer I saw the buckles and realized it was a crafted item, with leather thongs cut as thin as embroidery floss. Tentatively, I picked it up and let it unfold, trying to decipher the fastenings and in what arrangement they were supposed to lie. The leather was soft and supple and I thought it would break when I tested one of the cords for strength. It held, however, and the more I tried, the more I realized that it was not going to break, not for me or any creature, human or otherwise.

I’ve seen such craftsmanship before.

A gift from the Harvesters.

It was a bridle. A bridle cut from the strip of skin they took from my brother.

I was revolted just holding it. How could I not be? The feel of my brother’s skin, so soon after watching him suffer as it was peeled from his arm. Under ordinary circumstances I think I would have hurled it into the bottom of a desk drawer and tried to forget about its existence. But desperation allows us to do things that were once detestable. It is a powerful force.

I took the bridle with me.

The Old Sheriff had offered his help with this problem, but I’d turned him down. This wasn’t something we could fix with guns. What kind of gun do you use to take down something the size of an elephant, anyway? No, this was a problem that had to be solved with inhuman means. My normal allies didn’t have the ability. Sorcha at least seemed to approve of the plan, when I told her, though I couldn’t tell if it was because it would work or if she was pleased that the dapple-gray stallion wouldn’t see it coming.

That’s right. For all you smartasses out there, it’s Kate coming out of the corner with a steel chair.

I went to my neighbor’s property. The one with the lake. I stood at the edge and took a deep breath. It was quite early, but I didn’t have any better ideas. This had to work. I had to make it work. So I mustered all that anger and frustration and I piled it into my chest and then with all the strength I had, I yelled down at the water.

“Hey, assholes!” I cried. “Do you want to help me save Christmas?”

For a few minutes, nothing happened. I stood there with my heart hammering, feeling mildly self-conscious, and waited. If they didn’t show, I told myself, I would swim down to the bottom of that lake and drag them up. Then, just as I was getting ready to yell again, a single ripple appeared in the center of the lake. It spread outward until it reached the bank and vanished. As soon as the water had returned to a mirror surface, the stillness shattered again. The surface churned, fairly boiling with activity, and then a horse’s head surged out of the water. It ducked its head, forelegs straining to drag it upward, and then the rider broke through the surface. He sat proudly on the horse’s back, unstirred by its struggles, spine straight, with one hand on the reins, the other on the hilt of his sword. The pointed tip on his helmet glinted in the bright sunlight. Around him, the water continued to churn as more horses and their riders appeared, climbing their way out of the lake and stamping to a stop in a row in front of me.

My “summoning ritual” had worked. The shulikun had come.

Winter demons and the protectors of Christmas cheer—quite the combination, I know. They emerge from the lake every winter and mostly prank people by shoving them into snowbanks. If they’re feeling dickish, they might try to drown you instead.

The lead rider leaned down from the saddle, putting his face close to mine. He smelled strongly of peppermint.

“We don’t care to be insulted,” he said sternly.

“I knew it’d get your attention.”

“You play a dangerous game here, camp manager.”

He straightened in the saddle, leaving behind a faint scent of evergreen.

“I’m all out of fucks to give. I need your help.”

And I explained the situation with the dapple-gray stallion and my niece.

“What does this have to do with saving Christmas?” the rider asked when I finished.

“Isn’t it obvious?” I snapped. “You care so much that everyone is in the Christmas spirit and if just one person isn’t, well then down to a cold and watery grave they go. So wouldn’t you care if there was one family out there that would spend their Christmas in mourning, because their only child has been stolen from them and wouldn’t be there to celebrate her first Christmas? How can anyone possibly enjoy Christmas with such a heavy burden on their shoulders?”

They considered. The riders shifted in their saddles, glancing at one another, and they conferred in low voices, speaking what may have been Russian; I’m not actually sure. Finally, they all turned to stare down at me again and my heart raced, knowing that this was the moment of judgment.

“A child’s first Christmas should be joyous,” the shulikun intoned. “We will help.”

I wasn’t going to argue, but I still think the whole “first Christmas” thing is a bit silly when the child isn’t going to remember any of it.

The lead rider edged his horse forward and reached a hand down toward me. I stared at it suspiciously.

“I was… hoping to borrow a horse?” I suggested tentatively.

In the stories, it takes a horse to defeat a horse.

“Do you know how to ride?”

“Does it matter? Aren’t they… magical horses?”

His eyes narrowed.

“Get on,” he said tersely.

I took his hand and he swung me up into the saddle. It was graceful only because the shulikun heaved me high enough to grab my waist and then spun me about before I hit the saddle like I was a ballerina or something. I’m honestly shocked I didn’t kick the horse in the head. I barely had time to situate myself properly. My legs were almost overlapping with his, as the saddle afforded very little room for me. His body was cold against my back and the smell of mint was overwhelming.

Then he kicked his horse into motion and I was bounced up and almost fell off sideways, but his arms went around my body and kept me in place as he held the reins. The shulikun yelled orders at his companions as we went. The horses covered yards at a time, each step sending the scenery lurching past at a dizzying rate. We were at the edge of the property, then across the road, then racing down the street that ran parallel to the campground. The horses jumped a car at one point and I twisted in the saddle to see if the driver had even noticed us, but we were too far away and the car had vanished and we were cutting into a field that sat between the campground and the town.

“What’s your plan?” the shulikun asked.

“Uh, I have a bridle,” I said.

“We’ll get you close and I’ll throw you onto its back.”

“I won’t last a second.”

The shulikun only laughed, a deep, humorless laugh in the back of his throat. Predatory. I remained silent, afraid to ask what they planned to do, keenly aware that we only know the sanitized version of Christmastime. The stories of old have teeth, and I had invoked creatures from the early ages when the world was raw and dangerous and death walked hand in hand with humanity.



We were at the edge of the field, riding parallel to the woods, when the dapple-gray stallion came to meet us. It burst through the trees, smashing the young saplings aside as it emerged. The shulikun split in two, each group veering sharply away from the stallion, branching out diagonally. The monstrous horse pursued. I could not see the stallion around the horse’s neck and I did not dare lean out to look, as the horse was in a full gallop now and I felt like I was going to bounce wildly off its back if I eased my death grip on the saddle for a moment.

“Hold these,” the shulikun said, shoving the reins into my hands.

“What the hell do I do with them?” I yelled, aghast.

“Don’t drop them. That’s all.”

Clearly the horse knew what it needed to do. I swore under my breath and hunkered low over the saddle, wrapping the reins around my hands so I could keep clutching the saddle for some vestige of stability. The shulikun twisted behind me and I risked a half glance backward to see what the hell he was doing.

He was drawing a horse bow.

I… really wish I knew more about these things’ origins and how much our local residents have diverged or merged with other stories.

He fired. The other riders were doing the same. I could see the dapple-gray stallion’s head now, its lips peeled back to reveal its canines, its breath coming out in steamy clouds, and its eyes wide and fixed on the horses it pursued, wild with hunger. It was gaining.

The arrow stuck into its neck. The dapple-gray stallion didn’t seem to notice, even as more arrows struck its neck and sides. A little blood leaked out, but that was all. Behind me, the shulikun dropped his bow to hang over the quiver and wrapped something around his wrists. I saw it glint in the sunlight. A thread, shimmering like silver, connecting him to the arrow.

A tether.

The horse carrying us slowed down. The dapple-gray stallion veered sharply in our direction, hooves churning, stretching its head and opening its mouth for a fatal bite at the other horse’s throat. Opposite us, the shulikun jerked hard on their own tethers, their horses straining to pull the stallion back and away from us, forcing it to keep going straight ahead.

So this was how they were going to keep it from throwing me off. It was surrounded now, and so long as the tethers held, it would not be able to move wildly in any one direction.

“There is your child!” the shulikun shouted at me. “Be mindful—we will be most displeased if you kill the one you recruited us to save.”

I got one glance at what he was referring to before he grabbed hold of the back of my jacket. One glimpse before I was heaved into the air and sent flying through the distance between me and the dapple-gray stallion.

A child rode on its back. She was dressed in rags and carried a stout stick that had been carved to a point at one end as a makeshift spear. Her hair was matted and wild and it was the same muddy brown as my own. Old blood stained her hands like she was wearing crimson gloves.

She would grow quickly, the horse had said. It wasn’t a metaphor.

Then I landed almost on top of her.

I hit the horse sideways, my stomach on top of its back. Its body was so broad that I wasn’t in immediate danger of falling off, especially as the shulikun dragged it out of its gallop. I flailed wildly, seizing hold of Colleen’s ankle. She was twisting around in turn, raising her makeshift weapon. Not that it did much good. She was still just a child and I was a full-grown adult. I gave her a good yank and threw her right off the horse’s back.

Beneath me, the dapple-gray stallion screamed in rage. I could feel the vibration of its cry in my chest. I sidled around, sliding myself farther up its body until I could reach the mane. I tangled my fingers into the coarse hair and pulled myself upright. The horse attempted to buck or roll, but each time it moved in any one direction, the shulikun’s horses would dig in and pull it back into place.

The bridle was slender enough that I could roll it up and tuck it in my pocket. I pulled it free and let it fall into shape. The horse tossed its head, as if sensing what I held.

“My brother gave his flesh for this,” I snarled. “Fitting, isn’t it, that you’d be ensnared by the very person you planned to control!”

And I dropped it over the stallion’s head.

Instantly, the horse’s struggles ceased. It lowered its head, growing docile in a heartbeat. I reached around its neck and took up the reins. All around me, the shulikun loosened their tethers, and then one brought his horse up alongside the stallion to pull the arrows free. The stallion didn’t even twitch. It stood as still as a statue with the bridle of flesh over its head.

“Remember to fulfill what you promised,” the lead shulikun yelled at me as the company formed up around him. “There shall not be a sorrowful Christmas this year!”

I waved at them and they galloped off, quickly vanishing into the distance. I had the horse. Now to retrieve my niece.

And at that thought, she tackled me off the horse.

Look. She had the element of surprise.

I caught one glimpse of her face as she straddled my prone form, her sharpened stick raised high and aimed at my throat. Her lips were peeled back; her eyes were wide in frenzied desperation. Her cheeks were gaunt and she barely looked human in that moment.

And before she could bring the weapon down on me, I swung a fist and hit her right on the jaw.

Yes, that’s right. I punched a five-year-old.

She was knocked sideways. She rolled and came up on all fours, poised, debating internally whether to fight or flee. Then the dapple-gray stallion spoke. Its words came with an effort, as if it forced each one past the bridle, its voice pained and grating.

“Feast on her flesh, my child,” it said. “This is what you were born to do.”

The girl’s indecision vanished. Her feral rage evaporated, replaced with a calm focus. And when she ran at me, the wild energy was gone from her movements, replaced with a fluid, deadly precision. She snatched up a rock from the field in her hand and threw herself at me.

I couldn’t use my knife. I couldn’t use any weapon, really, not if I wanted to avoid killing her. I caught her at around chest level instead, blocking her body with my arm. She brought the rock down at my head; I jerked out of the way and it hit my shoulder instead.

Her feet planted against my gut, she grabbed hold of my arm, and then she bit me. On the forehead, near the hairline. And let me tell you, head wounds bleed a lot. I shrieked and threw her off of me and I felt the wound tear as her teeth ripped out a sizable chunk of flesh. Blood poured down the side of my face and I instinctively squeezed one eye tightly shut as the salt burned into it.

Stumbling with pain, disoriented by the shift in perspective, I failed to prepare for her next attack. She hit me from behind, leaping onto my back and wrapping her skinny arms around my neck. I felt her teeth bite down on the thick cord of muscle connecting my neck to my shoulders and I screamed in agony as she tore more flesh free. I heard her swallow.

She was going to eat me alive if I didn’t do something.

So I let myself fall backward. I didn’t expect her to simply let me fall on her. She was agile. And as I expected, she hoisted herself up and over my head and shoulders, intending to land on my chest once my back hit the ground.

I grabbed her as we fell. Seized her arms and locked them against her body and then rolled, putting her on the ground and me on top of her.

I was still a grown adult and she was still just a child.

Colleen shrieked and struggled, but with the full weight of my body I was able to hold her still. My blood splattered on the ground next to her as I grimly held on, realizing that she wasn’t about to tire and I didn’t really have a good way to tie her up.

So I sat on her. And while she flailed and bit at me, I called Bryan on my cell phone.

He showed up with the dogs and some rope and helped me tie up my niece. For good measure I also gagged her with a handkerchief so she couldn’t bite me anymore.

“Now what?” Bryan asked in dismay, staring alternately at my struggling niece and the dapple-gray stallion.

“Okay, you take my niece back to my house,” I said, thinking furiously. “We’ve got like… a few hours before I have to check in with Tyler and maybe we can think of some way to break the news that his kid is now… a five-year-old cannibal.”

“Fuck me,” Bryan whispered.

“I’ll take the horse,” I continued. “Let’s get this problem off our plate and then deal with the new problem.”

It took both of us to load her into Bryan’s truck. One of the dogs jumped into the cab as well, positioning itself between them so he couldn’t get bitten while he was driving. The rest of the dogs jumped into the back.

I rode the dapple-gray stallion to the campground. I made it walk slowly, clasping some wadded-up gauze from a first aid kit Bryan keeps in his truck to my forehead, trying to pretend that the blood loss really wasn’t that big of a deal.

The Fomorian was waiting at the edge of the woods when I reached the campground. I directed the stallion over to it and painfully slid off its back. The Fomorian rose from its crouch and now that I knew what I was dealing with, I saw the outlines of what it was trying to conceal under its cloak. A monstrous frame, hunched over to hide its height, and the sharp ridges of armor wrapped around its long limbs. The red eye in the depths of its hood glinted greedily as I approached with the horse. The Fomorian extended one pale hand and I passed the reins to it, careful to avoid touching its thin fingers for no other reason than I wanted as little contact with it as possible. The dapple-gray stallion remained subdued the entire time, as if it were nothing but an ordinary horse.

“This is a fine bridle,” the Fomorian said, inspecting it carefully. “Good craftsmanship. A price was paid for it.”

“Is our bargain concluded?” I asked quickly. I wasn’t in the mood to discuss the Harvesters’ handiwork.

“Indeed it is. My thanks, campground manager. Should I come across you again, I will tear you in two and feed your entrails to my horse.”

Then it swung itself up onto the stallion. I saw for a brief moment what was underneath its cloak. A humanoid body, the limbs jointed oddly, bound in scraps of leather and metal. Then the cloak settled around it again, as dark as night and encasing it in its shadowy form so that the only thing I could see of its features was the glowing red eye.

“You should have known you could not elude me forever,” the Fomorian hissed, patting the horse’s neck. “But if you serve me well, I shall forgive your disobedience and give you such a feast of flesh to sup upon.”

Then it kicked at the horse’s sides and vanished back into the woods.

I really hoped that feast of flesh wasn’t going to be my campers when we reopened in the spring.

When I returned to the house I found that Bryan wasn’t there. There was a text on my phone saying that he’d taken my niece to someone who might be able to help and I should just go on to the urgent care and get the bite wounds looked at. He’d meet me at my house and fill me in on the details of any arrangement when I got back.

So I did. Because I had no doubt that Bryan was taking my niece to the fairy, and if anyone could fix this, it would be the Tuatha Dé Danann. Bryan was waiting at the house when I returned with a prescription for antibiotics in hand. His dogs loitered on my furniture. I’m not sure how my sofa managed to fit three of them at once, but somehow they made it work.

“Where’s my niece?” I asked, somewhat in a panic.

The reality of the situation was starting to sink in. My niece had aged. She’d tried to kill me and would likely try again as soon as we released her. What on earth was I going to tell my brother? Oh yes, here’s your daughter, she’s five now and her hobbies include horseback riding and murder.

“She’s fine,” he said hastily. “Listen, this is an unconventional arrangement, but I think it’ll work.”

“Bryan. I’m not above firing you over this. Where is Colleen?”

He took a deep breath.

“I left her with the fairy. They… they’re sending her to live with their kind in the hills. Time is slower there, you know. When her age matches what it should be in this world, they’ll send her back.”

“You gave her to the fairies?!” I said, somewhat shrill from panic.

“Think about it, Kate,” Bryan replied, his voice tight. “She is five, maybe six years older than she should be. How are we going to make that work?”

“I’m trying to figure out what the hell I’m going to tell my brother!”

We got away with faking causes of death because the police department was on our side and that was done before the death certificate was issued. We didn’t have a way to alter a birth certificate that had already been filed. Maybe it was possible or maybe we could just… forge the child an identity… but the town didn’t have the sort of people who knew how to do that. I sure didn’t know how to go about it. Furthermore, we were dealing with a cannibalistic feral child. How did we rehab someone like that? Sure, we had a therapist in town, but she was not nearly qualified for something like this. Outside help would certainly attract attention.

I took a deep breath. He had some very good points.

“Tyler and Danielle will never forgive me,” I sighed.

I wanted to collapse on the sofa, but ya know, it was full of dogs.

Bryan hesitated and when he spoke, he chose his words carefully.

“You… don’t have to tell them,” he ventured. “The fairy… has secured the help of a changeling. If you want it. You can take them to Tyler and Danielle instead and when Colleen is ready to leave the hills, the changeling will depart and it would be like nothing ever happened.”

It was… a horrible solution that he offered me.

Isn’t the illusion of happiness enough? Why else was the idea of the child’s first Christmas so special, when it would mean nothing to the baby? It was all for the parents. So they could experience that joy. Maybe I’m just a cold and cynical person and all the parents out there are going to throw this guidebook across the room and yell at me, but I’m prepared for that.

There had been enough messed-up stuff in our lives that I wanted my brother to not experience this sort of heartbreak, even if his happiness was based entirely on a lie.

“I’ll take the changeling,” I said.

A moment of silence between us. Bryan looked sick. Maybe he had been hoping that I wouldn’t take this offer. Maybe it was the selfish way out, or maybe I’d promised my brother that I would make this right for him by any means possible. His own daughter wasn’t going to be like the horses. She wasn’t going to be something else the campground ruined. I’d do anything to ensure that, even if it was all a lie, even if I did something unforgivable.

“How,” I said uneasily, “did you get the fairy to help you? Is it just because they like you?”

“I made a deal with them,” he said wearily. “One that I’m responsible for fulfilling.”

“Why did you do that?” I asked, my voice high with panic. “That’s not your job!”

He whirled on me with uncharacteristic anger.

“Maybe I just wanted to save someone from having a fucked-up childhood like we did!”

Before I could reply, he put his back to me and stalked away. He paused at one point and I hesitated, wanting to call after him, to ask him what he meant by “we,” but he shook himself and kept going. I stayed silent.

I found out what the price for the fairy’s help was a few days later. Bryan showed up to work without the dogs. They were on loan, he said. On loan until the fairy defeated his enemy.

Because I had given the Fomorian a horse and the fairy no longer had the upper hand.

They might lose this battle. And then there would be nothing standing between the Fomorian and my campground.







PART 4 The Holidays

While most Christmas monsters are well established in folklore, always be wary about variations. Regional folklore can influence the presentation of a particular creature, and some spin-offs may exist due to stories being widely told in different ways. Make sure to keep the pantry well stocked and be ready to entertain guests at any moment, as hospitality is the best first line of defense against a visiting creature.
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How to Survive Horses

The baby the fairy had brought out of the woods was perfect. She giggled when they handed her over to me and then I took her inside and called Tyler to tell him that the horse was dealt with, that everything was fine, and that Colleen was safe and he could come get her.

“You better not screw this up,” the baby said from behind me when I hung up the phone.

I whirled around to find she was sitting on the sofa, her wobbly head held perfectly upright. It was unnerving to see a baby sitting exactly like an adult.

“I won’t,” I protested.

“Yeah right,” the changeling snorted. “I can see you’re about to fall to pieces. Listen. I’ve got a job to do. And I don’t want your guilt ruining it.”

Then she fell sideways, landed on her back on the sofa, and started kicking the air and screaming. She continued screaming until Tyler arrived to take her home.

So yeah. Between my brother’s unending gratitude for saving his daughter (except I hadn’t, not really) and the changeling giving me a steely glare whenever they weren’t looking, I had no desire to be there for Christmas. But I had promised the shulikun that Christmas would be merry, and sitting at home and moping was probably not the right way to celebrate in their book.

On Christmas morning I found myself at Tyler’s house, watching my brother single-handedly consume almost the entire bottle of homemade eggnog I’d brought with me.

“This is amazing,” he said. “You need to make this every year.”

“Sure,” I replied absently.

I was watching Danielle help Colleen with her gifts. I’d already opened mine—a pair of socks (to ward off the Yule Cat) and a milk frother. I even had a gift from my staff, which I’d brought along to open, and that was a mistake, because it turned out to be an ugly Christmas sweater. Two of them, in fact, one of them sized for a man with a tag reading “Beau” attached to it.

And I swear Colleen cackled in malicious glee when I read that tag out loud, but of course no one else noticed because she was a baby.

Around lunchtime, Danielle put Colleen down for a nap. Her crib had been relocated to the hallway closet, of all places, because it was an interior space with no windows. Another reason I needed the fairy to win their battle against the Fomorian, I supposed. Danielle would never feel safe with that horse still out there.

I awkwardly excused myself to the kitchen to start getting lunch snacks out of the fridge while Colleen and Tyler cleaned up the living room. I rounded the corner and stopped cold.

My “niece” was in the kitchen as well. I frantically glanced at the living room, where I could still hear Tyler and Danielle cleaning up wrapping paper. After scolding me about keeping the secret, the changeling had the audacity to sneak out of her crib and walk into the kitchen?!

“Get back in the crib!” I hissed urgently.

“Oh hush, it’s fine,” she replied. “They’ll be a few minutes cleaning that up.”

She opened the cabinet where Tyler kept their liquor and removed a bottle of whiskey. She uncorked it and began pouring it into her half-empty bottle. I edged nervously toward the door so I could keep an eye on the living room. I didn’t particularly want to be a lookout for a changeling pilfering alcohol, but I also didn’t want to explain to my brother and my sister-in-law why their infant was walking around on two legs and drinking whiskey.

“I’m telling them they should move their alcohol higher up for when you start crawling,” I said snippily.

“Go for it,” she replied, giving me what would have been a toothy smile if she had teeth. “Your campers bring tons of alcohol and I’m not above a little theft.”

I guess this year I’ll need to warn my campers to be on the lookout for a changeling stealing their booze.


RULE #8: Keep a close eye on your possessions—especially alcohol and cigarettes—when in the presence of children. Even infants can be thieves.


Then she stuck the bottle in her mouth and toddled off in the direction of her bedroom.



I excused myself from Christmas after lunch wrapped up. I stopped by the Old Sheriff’s house on the way home and stayed until dinner, and then finally, when the sun had vanished over the horizon, I went home. There. I’d had a merry Christmas. The shulikun would be satisfied with that. I’d barely entered my house and put away my jacket when there was a knock on my door.

My heart sank, but I reluctantly went to answer it. I had been hoping the Dancers wouldn’t come around like they had last year, but it seemed I was out of luck. I hoped I’d be able to just hand over some cookies and call it a night. I peeked through and found myself face-to-face with a horse skull. Bright blue ornaments shone from the eye sockets. I wrenched the door open.

Guess the Dancers had decided to come caroling after all. While I wasn’t able to pinpoint their origin, I at least recognized the tradition they’d used last year. The Mari Lwyd, where someone dressed up in a sheet with a horse skull and went door-to-door engaging in rhyme battles with homeowners.

If you lost, you had to feed the carolers.

“I haven’t baked the cookies yet, but they’re break-and-bakes, so they can be done real fast,” I said.

I was about to say something about boozy cider when I realized that the Mari Lwyd was alone. I peered curiously around, wondering if maybe the rest of the Dancers were, I dunno, hiding behind the bushes waiting to leap out and yell “surprise” or something. There was nothing. Just the motionless horse skull draped in a white sheet like a ghost.

Then it spoke. Its voice was not that of the Lead Dancer. It was a sharp, deep sound, like the noise a wood log makes when it is thrown on top of a stack.

“Good cheer to you in this worst of years,” it intoned. “The Mari Lwyd has come to ease your fears.”

The tradition is that you answer in rhyme and it goes back and forth until one side can’t think of a response.

“Uh,” I replied, desperately trying to think fast. I had a feeling I didn’t want to lose this time. “That sounds swell. You’re not here to drag me to hell?”

I’m… not good at this.

“In your wake walks your death. You feel it in each and every breath.”

“I don’t plan to die any time soon. At least, not by tomorrow noon.”

Look… I was having to think this up on the fly. I wasn’t even entirely listening to the Mari Lwyd because I was struggling to think ahead for words that were easy to rhyme.

“The family curse lives in your breast. But did you know it is also a test?”

“Uh, what?”

I was caught completely off guard. I hastily tried to remedy that into a rhyme but wasn’t coming up with anything at the moment that rhymed with “what” other than “thot” (thank you, internet), and the Mari Lwyd clearly wasn’t having it. It screeched in victory, and I reluctantly stepped backward and let the door hang open to invite it in.

It surged forward, the sheet covering its body elongating as it moved. Skeletal hooves appeared, barely protruding from under the hem. It clopped into the house, its body stretching farther and farther. Two sets of hooves. Six. Eight. Fourteen. The horse was filling my house, wrapping around the sofa in the living room before vanishing into the kitchen. Finally, the sheet fluttered as the last set of hooves passed over the threshold. I took a deep breath, glanced out at the setting sun, and resigned myself to a very long night.

I turned the oven on and got a bottle of vodka out for the Mari Lwyd. It hovered over my shoulder, its blue ornaments swiveling somehow to stare at me.

“FEED ME,” it demanded.

“Uh, I can make some boozy cider?” I suggested.

“FEED ME.”

It shoved its face against mine, the cold bone pressing against my cheek. The ornament rolled around in the eye socket and then went still. Waiting. Tentatively, I opened the bottle of vodka and held it up to its skeletal jaw. Tipped it back, until the liquid poured out into the thing’s hollow throat. The stream of vodka vanished inside the sheet and was gone. I poured until the entire bottle was empty and then the Mari Lwyd demanded once again that I feed it.

So I did. I cut the plastic off wedges of cheese and shoved them into the thing’s maw. I opened a box of pizza rolls and poured the entire thing into its mouth, uncooked. I gave it alcohol, orange juice, and two cartons of milk. It ate my eggs, my butter, and all the cookie dough. It even let me feed it vegetable oil and ground coffee as my pantry began to run dry.

Still, it wasn’t enough.

“FEED ME,” it intoned.

I leaned against the counter, exhausted, standing in the ruins of my kitchen. A layer of empty boxes and plastic packaging covered the floor. The Mari Lwyd waited expectantly, its elongated body stretching through the opening to the living room.

“I think there’s some Hershey’s kisses on the coffee table,” I said nervously. “Just… let me… squeeze past you here.”

I flattened myself against the wall to push my way past its body. The sheet fluttered as I passed by. I found the chocolates and tossed them, one by one, at the Mari Lwyd’s mouth, and as it snapped them out of the air, they vanished down into the sheet. Then I was out. There was no more food left in the house. I couldn’t help but feel relieved. Finally, this specter would get out of here.

Its head continued to stare at me. The blue ornaments rotated in its eye sockets, spinning around and around.

“FEED ME,” it said.

“There’s nothing left,” I pleaded. “I fed you everything I had.”

“FEED ME.”

It took a step toward me, its jaw dropping open and its eyes fixed and glittering in the light, and I realized that there was still food left in this house. Meat. Flesh. Mine.

There wasn’t anywhere to flee. It was between me and the front door and I couldn’t open a window after sunset, not if I wanted to try my hand at fighting off both the Little Girl and yet another murder horse.

In desperation, I made for the hallway. I grabbed a chair as I ran through the living room. The house shook as the horse came for me, winding through the living room like a snake, barricaded in by its own body. The sheet flapped like the wings of some great bird. I threw the chair into position and jumped on, shoving the panel covering the attic entrance and knocking it up and out of the way. Another jump and I caught hold of the edge of the attic floor and hauled myself up. I made sure to kick the chair over as I did. I barely got my feet up behind me before the Mari Lwyd finally unwound itself and came charging down the hallway. It screeched, the sound like nails on a chalkboard, and crashed through the toppled chair and into my bedroom. Its hooves clattered on the wood floor and it reversed itself, its body rushing past me like a ghostly river, the sounds of its hooves reverberating off one another to form a maddening chorus that echoed through the attic. I carefully slid the panel back into place to block off the entrance.


RULE #1 OF HOW TO SURVIVE HORSES: Horses can’t climb.


It seemed I was safe. Perhaps the Mari Lwyd knew I was there, but it didn’t seem capable of reaching high enough to get the attic door open. There was nothing I could do after that but wait. The Mari Lwyd continued to race around the house, to the kitchen and back to my bedroom, an endless twisting loop of skeletal hooves, screeching its hunger the entire time. I began to scrounge through the boxes stored up there, searching for something I could use to stuff in my ears so I wouldn’t have to listen to it. Then I started looking for a blanket, because the attic was cold. The whole campground was cold, actually. This was going to be a bitter winter.

I found a blanket that my mother made. It was the only time she’d done any quilting and it’d gone on my bed when I was a child. It was pink and white. I vaguely remembered seeing it in the attic before, when I was going through the boxes of things my parents had packed away to see if there was anything I should know about. I lifted it out and unfolded it, and as I did, I uncovered the books underneath.

Dad’s books of Irish history. I’d put most of them away after he died because I reasoned that I only needed one or two downstairs in the office. Most of them were from secondhand bookstores and I didn’t know which were authoritative sources and which were just meant to be entertaining retellings of fairy tales. I grabbed one and flipped through it, familiar words floating up to greet me. The white horses of Manannán, god of the ocean, taking the form of whitecapped waves. The kelpies, sea horses that dragged people to a watery grave. And now the Mari Lwyd, merely a tradition, but turned into something tangible on my campground. Little wonder the dapple-gray foal turned into something terrible. Old land wasn’t just a haven for the inhuman. It gave birth to its own creations as well.

“You should have known better, Dad,” I sighed.

I flipped to the beginning of one of the books and reread the section on the Partholonians. Just a single paragraph. So little remained. They came from the west, the land of the “happy dead,” and were led by Partholón and his queen. They were afflicted by pestilence and, after gathering together in one place so as to bury their dead together, perished as a whole.

One single place. Monsters came from somewhere—hadn’t Beau said as much, that he was somewhere before he found himself walking along the road of my campground? Then perhaps there was somewhere that the Gummy Bears were coming from too. Someplace I could find… and destroy.

Beneath me, the house fell silent. I froze, staring into the darkness of the attic, listening intently for any sign of movement to tell me where the Mari Lwyd was. I scarcely dared to breathe.

A creak. The attic panel slowly began to rise into the air and I found myself staring at the face of the Mari Lwyd, its blue ornament eyes fixed on me, the wood panel balanced perfectly on top of its skull. For a long moment we only looked at each other, my heart hammering; I was too afraid to move.

“My hunger you have failed to sate,” the Mari Lwyd whispered, “but the dawn I must go to meet. I leave you to your fate, and the death which lies at your feet.”

Then its head slowly vanished back down through the opening. I heard the front door bang open and the hiss of its sheet passing through the door frame. Tentatively, I stuck my head through the attic door and peered down into the house. Morning sunlight poured through the front door, making its way to the edge of the hallway of my now empty house.





One of My Better Ideas

Technically the Christmas monsters didn’t depart until after Twelfth Night, but in the early half of January things at least calmed down somewhat. The shulikun were being unusually obnoxious, but that was mostly along the roads leading into town and I wasn’t going to begrudge them a little bit of fun after everything they’d done for me. So I ignored the angry phone calls from locals demanding I banish them back to the lake (I don’t know how! I don’t even know if I pronounce their name correctly!) and continued with my work on the campground.

Mostly that was taking out the fairy rings that were cropping up around the campground.

Bryan volunteered to go with me on my morning patrols. I did not ask him to. He showed up on my front porch just after sunrise and said he was coming along.

Since there were two of us, we took my pickup. I drove us down to the deep woods, and every few yards we’d stop and make a quick circle of the surrounding forest to locate and destroy any fairy rings we found. There weren’t as many as I expected. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. Did the Fomorian not need the Partholonians now that it had the dapple-gray stallion? I wasn’t going to be terribly sad if this turned out to be a short-lived alliance.

Unfortunately, despite my hopes, the alliance was still in effect.

We finished our patrol of the deep woods and were heading up the road that led to the fields. These were open areas divided by lines of trees with the occasional grove to provide shade to campers. The trees hindered visibility from field to field, so it was easy to not know what was within one until the road got past the tree line. I rounded one of these lines and immediately slammed on the brakes as I saw what was happening in the field beyond.

The dapple-gray stallion was in full gallop across the grass, the Fomorian perched on its back, one hand gripping the reins made out of my brother’s flesh, the other hand outstretched with fingers like talons. And ahead of the Fomorian was the fairy on their deer. Bryan’s dogs ran with them, spread out in a loose pack formation.

Fleeing.

“It’s a fairy!” I said, panic building deep inside my chest. “They’re like—akin to gods!”

“Yeah, and that’s a Fomorian,” Bryan snapped in response. “The Danann almost lost that battle.”

He unbuckled his seat belt. I grabbed his arm before he could open the door to the pickup.

“What, are you going to run out there and ask nicely if they’ll settle this over some tea?” I said bitterly. “I know you’ve got inhuman ancestry in your family, but unless there’s something you haven’t told me, I don’t think it’s going to do much right now. You’re basically as human as I am, and humans don’t win against creatures this old and this powerful.”

He stared at me, his expression hollow and hopeless. I saw the grief, the terror, and recognized it. I’d seen it in my own face, in the days after I dropped out of college and returned home to an empty house that smelled like the bleach the Old Sheriff had used to clean the blood off the bedroom walls.

He could lose the dogs. He could lose the fairy. There weren’t many things in this world that Bryan loved, as introverted as he was, and he could lose them both before this was over.

The fairy was almost to the tree line. They’d have the advantage in the forest. The deer was more nimble and could use the terrain to throw the dapple-gray stallion off its pursuit. I scoured the distance between the fairy and the trees, struggling to find anything I could do to ensure their escape. If the fairy was defeated, then the Fomorian would turn its gaze on me.

And I had no hope of defeating it by myself.

“Look,” Bryan gasped, grabbing my arm and pointing with his other hand.

There was movement at the edge of the forest. Something rising from the ground, something that shone wetly in the sunlight. A head emerged, tearing free, and then another. I saw a leg, weathered bones floating encased in nebulous flesh. Then another, and another, as the two horses pulled themselves out of the ground and apart from each other, standing on uneasy legs.

The horses my dad and I had buried in the field. The Gummy Bears had finally succeeded in claiming them for their own.

And now they were moving, their legs churning underneath them, picking up momentum. Bryan’s dogs spread out in response. The intention was clear. The Gummy Bears would intercept the fairy before it could reach the woods, and maybe they wouldn’t stand a chance—the fairy was already bringing its spear around to bear—but it would slow them down.

Perhaps enough for the Fomorian to catch up.

“I have an idea,” I said. “Let’s ram the Gummy Bear horses.”

“… With the truck!?”

“YES.”

I put it into drive. Beside me, Bryan moaned and covered his face with both hands. It was too late to turn back, though. I was already swerving off the road and accelerating across the field. The heat of anger coursed in my veins as I turned the wheel, angling to intercept the Gummy Bear horses that were charging toward the skirmish taking place on my campground. I hadn’t been able to do anything to stop the dapple-gray stallion from killing that camper. I hadn’t been able to save Colleen, not really, not in a way that mattered. And there wasn’t a whole lot I could do against the horse or the Fomorian that rode it, not armed as I was with a pickup truck, a knife, and a shotgun. I was only human, after all.

But Gummy Bears were gelatinous.

The Fomorian hadn’t picked the sturdiest of allies from among the inhabitants of my campground.

“This is not a good idea,” Bryan said breathlessly as I lined up our approach.

“It’s a great idea. All my ideas are,” I replied grimly. “Besides, it’s not like the Fomorian actually cares about its allies. It probably won’t come after us.”

“Probably?”

“We’ve got great odds.”

Ahead of us, one of the horses turned its head at the sound of the engine. Its neck wavered, jiggling from side to side, the vertebrae of its spine barely held in place by the translucent flesh. Little wonder the Gummy Bears typically used smaller creatures. They clearly weren’t doing so well at holding together a larger animal.

“I don’t appreciate my childhood trauma being used against me like this,” I hissed.

I shoved the gas all the way to the floor. The truck surged forward and the front bumper slammed into the first horse, then carried on through it and into the second. The horses exploded in a mass of bones and pulpy flesh. It streaked across the windshield in thick chunks. I kept my foot on the gas, struggling to see what was ahead of me through the debris covering my windshield. Frantically, I turned the windshield wipers on, but honestly that only made it worse.

“The Fomorian is ignoring us!” Bryan said breathlessly, twisted around to stare out the back of the pickup truck. “I think the fairy is going to make it.”

There. Enough of the Gummy Bear remains had slid down the windshield that I had a tiny clear spot that I could see through. I spun the wheel, narrowly avoiding a single tree in the middle of the field.

“I’m cutting that thing down in the spring,” I muttered as the branches hit the top of the truck.

A screech split the air, an enraged scream that made Bryan cry out in pain, and I winced, tightening my hands on the steering wheel as I struggled to ignore the sound stabbing into my head. The Fomorian’s anger was palpable, like a fist around my chest.

“Please tell me it’s not pursuing us after all,” I gasped as the truck lurched over the ditch and back onto the road.

“It—it’s thinking about it,” Bryan said breathlessly.

I risked a glance in the rearview mirror. The Fomorian was at the edge of the trees, its horse stamping at the ground and dancing back and forth, wavering with indecision. Should it pursue the fairy… or us?

“Time to go,” I said through clenched teeth.

Fun fact: the campground speed limit is 10 mph but if you’re really desperate, you can go 50 mph.

I didn’t stop the truck until we were past the gate of the campground and had some distance between us and the Fomorian. Surely it wouldn’t bother pursuing us off the campground. We were an annoyance. Nothing more. Its real battle was with the fairy. But my heart didn’t really stop racing until a good five minutes had passed and there was silence around us. No hoofbeats. No screams from an enraged monster from ancient times. I stared dumbly at the front of my truck. The windshield wipers had finally cleared enough that I could see through the film of slime. The hood of the truck was similarly coated, but trapped in the goop were bones. A femur and assorted vertebrae lay stuck to the hood.

“I think it’s time to get the horse bones off the campground,” I sighed. “The Gummy Bears are going to keep raising them, otherwise.”

“I know someplace we can bury them,” Bryan said.

He looked a little sick when he said this. It wasn’t far from his house, he said. And I turned the pickup around to return to the campground to gather up the rest of the horse bones. The Fomorian, fortunately, had vanished into the woods.



We loaded the horse bones into the back of the pickup truck and, for good measure, dug up the ones that hadn’t been unearthed yet and added them as well. Then I drove to the only car wash in town. After the car was clean Bryan gave me directions to a small plot of land not far from his childhood home, where he still lived. I pulled onto the overgrown road, only visible from the scattered gravel that remained to mark where it’d once been. A rusted fence encircled the grounds and to one side of the plot was a collapsed building.

“Is this a church?” I asked.

It was the layout. The single building, long, with the remains of a vaulted roof.

“Yeah,” Bryan said, unbuckling and swinging the truck door open. “It’s pretty old.”

“I don’t remember there being an abandoned church out here.”

“How often do you concern yourself with the town other than how it benefits the campground?” Bryan asked.

It felt more like a statement of fact, but Bryan’s words still stung. Worst of all, he wasn’t wrong. I didn’t pay much attention to local history other than how it impacted my campground and the creatures on it. Chagrined, I walked around the exterior of the building, staring at the shattered stone walls and the rotted beams that once held up a roof. It was a small building. Likely the town had quickly outgrown it and it’d fallen into disrepair after the current church building was built. When I finished my lap, I found Bryan off to the side of the ruin with shovel, already making decent progress on a hole.

“Used to be a cemetery here,” he grunted, jabbing the shovel into the ground. “Seems to still be consecrated ground. Horses should be safe here.”

“You know a lot about this place,” I said quietly.

He didn’t reply. I walked past him, to a patch on the ground where nothing grew. No grass. No weeds.

“Do you know what this is?” I asked, scuffing at the packed earth with my boot. “Stands out a bit.”

“There’s another shovel in the truck,” Bryan said peevishly. “Or do I have to do all the digging myself?”

I retrieved the other shovel and we dug for a bit. It’s hard work, digging a grave. Neither of us would be satisfied with a shallow one. These bones had been desecrated enough. It was time to finally lay them to rest.

“I should have done this years ago,” I muttered.

Life was like that, though. Inertia had a way of pushing you into familiar routes, and things lingered undone. Besides, I’d never have guessed that the bones would someday be recruited into the continuation of an ancient war between a fairy and a Fomorian. Never, ever, would I have guessed that. We dug in silence, until we had a hole big enough to hold all the bones and keep them safe from any scavenging animal. It was a much better grave than I would have dug on my own. It might even be enough to keep Bryan’s dogs out, once the fairy returned them to him.

We carried the bones over and tossed them in. Buried them in silence, too exhausted from the work to really carry on a conversation. Then, when it was done and the soil was packed back down as best as we could, I stood there wiping sweat off my brow and staring down at the freshly turned earth at my feet.

“I feel I should say something,” I said. “I mean, this is a proper burial, right?”

Bryan didn’t reply, which didn’t mean much, because he tended to fall back to silence most of the time.

“I’m sorry,” I said to the fresh graves. “You didn’t deserve this. You deserved—to grow old, to run in the fields—”

Not to die as they had, because the stories have patterns and those patterns demand the blood and bone of the helpless.

A lump formed in the back of my throat and I shook my head, trying to dislodge it. This was ridiculous. They’d died decades ago. I’d mourned the mares as a child and then moved on, because that’s what I did. I kept going. I couldn’t stop, because if I did, then I’d feel everything I’d lost and I wasn’t sure I could handle that. My mother taught me violence, and there was comfort in that, its reassuring simplicity.

But my father taught me about beauty, about how to cherish the fragile things, and then the campground had taught me about grief when those things broke.

Bryan turned and silently walked back to the car, taking the shovels with him. I appreciated his discretion. It is inappropriate to cry in front of your employees, after all.





Don’t Follow the Gummy Bears

The sight of the fairy fleeing gave me renewed determination. We were heading into the darkest and coldest part of winter. This was the time of year that belonged to evil things. The fairy was going to need every advantage they could get to contend with the Fomorian. I didn’t dare say this to Bryan, but I was glad that he had loaned his dogs to the fairy. I heard them barking, from time to time, and knew that they were helping keep the Fomorian and the dapple-gray stallion from bringing their monstrous strength to bear. I feared that a direct conflict between the two, rather than this cat-and-mouse game they’d been playing, would end disastrously for the fairy.

I couldn’t let the Fomorian get its own followers with which to counter the dogs. The Gummy Bears might not have horse bones to work with anymore, but this was a forest, and there were so many bones out there to choose from. I didn’t dare think of what would happen if they started unearthing the bones of the campers whose bodies we’d never found.

So I scoured the forest, searching for clues that would lead me to the origin of the Gummy Bears. I saw the dapple-gray stallion’s hoofprints in the snow sometimes. I’d just turn around and immediately go in the opposite direction.

While this strategy helped me avoid my nemesis, it also gave me an idea of what to try. I’d follow a Gummy Bear. A small one that wouldn’t attack me.

I figured the worst that would happen is I’d wander around the forest for a bit and maybe feel a little stupid.

… Okay, that really wasn’t the worst that could happen, considering the upheaval my land was experiencing, but barring any other catastrophe, it wasn’t that dangerous of a plan.

Or at least, the first part wasn’t.

I set out some of the smaller traps, so I wouldn’t catch any of the larger Gummy Bears. I was in no hurry for another encounter like the last one, especially with the dogs on loan to the fairy. I baited the traps and left them scattered throughout the deep woods.

Within a couple days the traps yielded results. I found the jellied remains of a rabbit inside one of the traps, staring at me with glistening eyes, its translucent ears quivering. I crouched beside the cage.

“I’m going to let you out,” I said. “Don’t try to bite me or I’ll drop-kick you into the afterlife.”

Just to be safe, I released the Gummy Bear with the cage door pointing away from me. The rabbit bolted and I sprinted after it, only to lose it within seconds. So the worst-case scenario had come true. I felt really dumb standing in the woods and belatedly realizing that I couldn’t actually keep up with a rabbit.

The second Gummy Bear I caught was a raccoon. It was a plump one. Didn’t seem like a speed demon. It was perfect.

This time I had no problem keeping up with the Gummy Bear once it was released. On top of being a little portly, it was easily distracted. Our progress was slow as it investigated every tree and rock and I impatiently began to wonder if perhaps I should give it a kick to get it moving. Unfortunately, the Gummy Bear would turn and hiss at me if I got too close, so I kept a healthy distance between us.

And I followed it. I honestly had no idea where it would lead me, but experience had taught me that it was easier to find something important if you stayed close to these inhuman creatures. The world is less stable when they’re nearby. Things slip through.

It took a long time. I was tempted to quit and go home repeatedly, and I had to keep reminding myself to have patience. The raccoon made a circle of the deep woods, its pace consistent, dragging its corpulent hind legs behind it. It stayed off the road, but I caught glimpses of gravel now and again through the barren trees. After a little while I realized that it was slowly but surely turning, heading back toward the hill that led up and out of the forest.

I was beginning to think this had all been a waste of time and I should just finish the thing off. The longer I was out here, the more likely I was to run into the Fomorian. I’d left my four-wheeler far behind and didn’t have the means to make a hasty exit. This thought rolled around in my head until I was jumping every time a twig snapped and finally I decided that enough was enough. This wasn’t working.

I steeled my resolve and hefted the crowbar I’d brought along for just this purpose. Blunt weapons are the best tool for destroying Gummy Bears. Sharp edges can cut pieces off them, but that won’t necessarily slow them down. Even if you cut them in half, you could get unlucky and the pieces might reconnect and join back together. Then you’ve got a Gummy Bear with its ass literally stuck to its shoulder flailing around and trying to bite you.

Blunt trauma, however, separated the parts beyond repair. Like dropping a cherry pie on the floor. You aren’t getting that back together in a cohesive form. And like an exploding cherry pie, the Gummy Bear burst into a gooey red smear that coated the nearby ground and splattered on the trees when I brought the crowbar down into the center of its body.

Something like smoke hovered over the ground. It was only there for a second. I might have missed it had I not been watching. A miasma. An ill wind carrying sickness to anyone who inhaled it. It rolled away from me, traveling uphill, and then it passed between two trees and was gone.

I almost walked away. But something stirred in the back of my mind, sluggishly connecting the pieces. Dropping each thing that had happened into place until the pattern was evident.

I’d followed it around the old woods. We’d made a circle and were now where we’d begun. Except sometimes… when walking in a circle with intent… you don’t actually wind up back where you started.

There are other worlds inside my campground. Many more than I have encountered already.

I walked after the smoke and passed between the two trees, and they creaked as I went by them, bending their heads to twine their branches so that I passed under an arch, and then…

I was elsewhere.

A hall. A grand corridor, plucked from an ancient time.

I’d found the hall of the Gummy Bears.

I need to stop using such stupid names for the things on my campground.

The structure was of primitive construction. The roof was thatched and birds flew between the rafters. There were no windows and the only light came from candles burning in sconces on the walls. The air was thick with the stink of rancid fat and smoke. I tried to take shallow breaths and walked slowly forward across the rushes strewn over the dirt floor. Small things rolled and broke under my feet. I did not look closer to see what they were. They felt like bone fragments.

The hall continued on for a long time. The darkness swallowed me up and I could only see a handful of yards in any direction. The columns supporting the roof blurred together, each one the same as the last. Round posts with the bark roughly hewn off, painted in ochre tones of yellow and red. Simple colors made from the earth. This place was very old, a remnant from the earliest edges of human civilization.

I reached the end of the hall. At first I took the back wall for a mosaic, dark wood interspersed with ivory points of varying sizes. Then, as I drew closer, the shapes resolved themselves. Skulls. The back wall was covered with skulls. Animal skulls of all sizes. I recognized groundhogs, squirrels, deer, and a couple coyotes.

A platform of rough-hewn stone was built against the far wall. On it sat a chair, backless, with a rounded seat of hide stretched between two ornate arms. The carvings that covered the legs and arms were the only intricate decoration I’d seen in this entire place.

I crept closer to the chair, trying to get a better look. It was then that I noticed there was something strange about the mortar holding the stones together.

It glistened in the faint candlelight, like a fatty cut of meat.

I drew up short with a sudden sense of unease. Nervously, I hefted the crowbar, finding confidence in its weight. I held still and listened to my surroundings, intently searching for any noise, any sign that something was urgently amiss.

A rattling in the corner. Like the scuttling of tiny claws. I pivoted to face it, just in time to see one of the skulls fall off the wall.

It did not strike the ground. It stopped just short, as if falling into thick snow, and then it tilted gently to one side and went motionless. Smoke condensed beneath it, barely discernible in the dim light of the candles.

It felt like it was staring at me.

Then it was gone, swiftly flowing out of sight the instant I blinked. Heart pounding, I watched the shadows, trying to discern where it went. But behind me I heard another noise, like the scrape of claws, and I turned to face it just as another skull fell from the wall. This, too, was caught by the smoke.

I felt like my heart was ready to burst from my chest. The rushing of my own blood echoed in my ears. I licked my dry lips and waited, my eyes darting back and forth in a vain attempt to watch all angles. The room was silent. I couldn’t depend on my hearing. How would smoke make noise?

The first came from my right. It swept in low, the smoke billowing like the incoming tide. I turned on my heel and brought the crowbar down in an overhead swing. It connected just as the creature surged upward, the empty eye sockets leering. The mid part of the crowbar crushed through the skull and into the brain cavity and the smoke dispersed as if flattened, floating back down to the ground.

Blunt teeth raked against my shoulder. I hissed and spun, swiping sideways with the crowbar as I did. It passed through the column of smoke and the creature faltered, as if losing its balance, and a follow-up swing sent the skull tumbling away in three separate pieces.

More skulls were rattling on the wall. Three fell. Then two more. They were quickly swallowed up in the darkness, only to emerge seconds later, lunging at me from the shadows. I would dispatch one with a well-aimed blow and then turn to counter another. Or feel the bite of their teeth. I could only be thankful there was no jawbone with which to crush whatever limb they latched on to when they had an opening. Still, the teeth broke skin. I barely felt the pain underneath the adrenaline.

They were aiming for my throat. For my abdomen. And for every one I dispatched, another couple skulls would fall.

Then there was another sound, overwhelming the rattling of the skulls and my own frantic breathing. Laughter. A gurgling, wet laugh, emanating from the direction of the throne. I risked taking my eyes off the shadows and saw that the mortar holding the stones together was not… actually… mortar.

It was flesh. Jellied, translucent flesh. And it was seeping upward, congealing on top of the dais, working its way up the legs of the throne.

And it was laughing.

“Send them all!” I screamed at the dais. “I’ll smash every skull on that damn wall if I have to!”

There were so many now. They crowded between the columns, lines of ivory skulls bobbing on a thick carpet of smoke. I exhaled slowly, trying to steady my nerves. I could do this, I told myself. I was stronger than them. Their teeth could not pierce very far and so I only had to outlast them and protect my vitals. And hadn’t this land taught me how to outlast?

“Go on,” I growled. “My name is Kate. I’ve killed inhuman things before and I’ll destroy all of you as well if I have to.”

The chuckling finally stopped with a final, satisfied note echoing down the long hall. Panting, I pivoted, watching as the creatures receded into the shadows between the columns. Finally, only once the silence returned and nothing else came out of the darkness at me did I turn and give my full attention to the mass at the fore of the room.

It covered the throne as a shapeless mound of flesh the color of an onion. A quivering lump fully the height of a human and just as wide, the chair hazy behind the translucent jelly. As I watched, small shapes detached from the dais. Stones, two the size of my fist and the rest the size of walnuts. These slowly made their way up through the entity’s body until they floated in the middle of the space between the arms of the chair. The larger stones positioned themselves as eyes and the rest became teeth. The teeth split apart and it began to speak.

“Have you brought me tribute?” it gurgled.

“No,” I replied.

“Then you are an intruder.”

All around me, the skulls shifted, moving forward a pace. I resisted the urge to raise my weapon once more.

“That is not my intent either.”

“Ahhhhh.” The teeth spread into a smile. “Then you are a supplicant.”

“Are you a creature of the Partholonians?” I asked.

Those ancient people of Ireland who died of disease.

“It has been a long time since I’ve heard their name,” it replied thoughtfully. “We are of them. I was a king, once. They had a name for our hall. It has since been forgotten.”

I briefly considered telling it what we called them but quickly squashed the idea. I didn’t want to cause myself more problems by naming it, and I certainly didn’t want to name it “the hall of the Gummy Bears.” I mean, that’s a terrible name.

“You allied with the Fomorian,” I said. “You know what kind of creature that thing is. You’ll have no freedom if it seizes control of the campground.”

“Better that than barely existing,” it said, and while its tone was mild, I felt the hair raise on the back of my arms. There was hate there. Buried deep. “Or not existing at all—which I think you would prefer of us, campground manager.”

It’d known exactly who I was all along. This was just a game to it.

“Is it too late to apologize?” I asked.

A long pause. It flattened, the edges oozing over the sides of its throne.

“You want something from us,” it said with mild interest.

“I want you to stay out of this war. The Fomorian thinks so little of you that it probably won’t even notice.”

I had no idea if that was true. It seemed likely. And I suspected that the Gummy Bear King felt the same, for it remained still for a moment, considering my words.

“We will want something in return,” it hissed.

My heart sank. Another bargain. It named what it wanted with no small measure of malicious joy and I knew before it finished that I would not be able to grant what it wanted.

It asked for bodies. Human bodies. Not these weak animals that they stole here and there, filling their wretched, dead corpses with the spirits of their people until the flesh dissolved to pieces around them and they came fluttering back here, to this last refuge of their kind. It wanted living flesh. Strong flesh that they could inhabit, so they could walk among the living once more.

“I can’t bring you living people,” I protested. “It’s, uh, not camping season yet. Not for some time. Can I give you… dead bodies?”

I admit that it was tempting to give some of my more problematic campers to them. Heck, for some of them, being a flesh vessel for the decaying soul of an unborn monster of ancient times would probably be a personality improvement. And maybe I’d have been willing to sacrifice a few campers to save myself in the past, but that thought no longer came so easily to me. I thought of my dad. We don’t have to become monstrous ourselves, he’d said. He’d tried to teach me otherwise.

But I wasn’t above bribing the funeral home to give me a couple cadavers. I only needed to fulfill the bargain long enough for the fairy to triumph, I thought desperately.

“No,” the creature rumbled firmly. “We are tired of inhabiting dead things, bodies that have already given up on life and cannot be restored. I want a heart that remembers how to beat and lungs that know how to breathe.”

“And what of the person who inhabits that flesh?” I asked.

“Perhaps the soul will stay. Perhaps it will depart. I do not care. Do this, and I will forget to assist the Fomorian for a time.”

I took a deep breath. And I agreed to its bargain. It shook with pleased laughter.

“One last question,” I said. “Why can’t you get a body of your own making, like how the other creatures on my campground have?”

Beau said he remembered being on my land, walking down the road looking for someone to share his drink with. He came from somewhere, as did the Harvesters and the Lady with Extra Eyes and all the others.

“The watcher will not let us pass,” it hissed. “We are too weak. We cannot take form. We can only steal, scavenging the scraps. It is a shameful survival. Do you pity us?”

“No,” I said quickly.

“Nor do we pity you. We see your death sometimes, lurking in the woods.”

“My death?” I asked desperately. “The Beast? Or something else?”

It chuckled, a sickening gurgling sound, like boiling mud.

“Bring me bodies,” it said, “and perhaps I will tell you more.”

I recognized the dismissal. I turned and walked away, the skin on the back of my neck crawling under the weight of all those empty eyes watching me go. The doors to the hall hung open for me and when I passed through, the trees unwound themselves, and the arch and the hall were gone. There were only the snow-laden branches of the campground.

I’d agreed to their bargain but I had no intention of keeping it. I was going to cheat. That’s one of the strengths of humanity. We can freely use deceit. I just needed a willing accomplice.

And I knew exactly who to ask.





What Does This Campground Have Against My Four-Wheelers?

I called Emily. Now that she was full-time staff, I reasoned, it was time to trust her with some more responsibilities. Also, all of my other full-time staff were too suspicious to just go along with a request to show up on the campground with running shoes on and only the promise of hazard pay as an explanation. Emily, bless her, was still trusting.

I’m a bad boss, aren’t I?

Early the next morning she showed up, ready to carry out the plan. I was out checking the traps for a Gummy Bear. When I found one, I radioed her and told her where to meet me. She brought the staff four-wheeler so that we each had one. We were going to do this the easy way.

“So, what exactly are we doing, anyway?” she asked as I strapped the cage down on the back of my vehicle.

“Someone recently told me… ‘Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to,’ ” I replied. “It’s great advice. You should heed it.”

“Is this like… dangerous?”

“Obviously. Didn’t I say you’re getting hazard pay?”

I hopped on and started the engine to drown out further questions. Instead of spending hours following an obese jellified raccoon, we spent like fifteen minutes driving in a circle through the deep woods. Then I set the cage down, released the Gummy Bear, and took a crowbar to its squishy little body as soon as it crawled out.

Everything proceeded just as before. The smoke escaped from its remains and rolled uphill, and the trees bent sideways, twining their branches together to form a doorway.

“Weird,” Emily said.

“It’s about to get weirder. Remember—all you have to do is turn and run when I say so. I’ll take care of the rest.”

I took a deep breath and glanced over to look at her. She managed an apprehensive smile. She was raised around here and she’d heard the stories about the locals going into the woods to hunt these creatures down and drive them from our lands. About how we protected everyone in doing so. No doubt she knew people who had helped my parents in the past. Now it was her turn.

“Got my running shoes on,” she said with forced confidence.

We entered the hall together. In my right hand I carried the item that would be the key to our escape. Emily carried a flashlight, and she shone it into the shadows near the wall. Black smoke quickly dispersed out of sight wherever the beam of light fell. After a bit of this, I hissed at Emily to turn it off. No sense antagonizing them. We were presumably here to parley, after all.

We found the dais with the Gummy Bear King already enthroned, its stone teeth and eyes jiggling unnervingly in its gelatinous mass.

“I brought you a body,” I said. “See? I’ve kept my end of our bargain.”

“Uh,” Emily stammered. “Um.”

She actually did sound a little panicked. My plan was working. I didn’t think she was a good enough actress to really sell the idea that she’d been brought here deceitfully, so I’d opted to simply leave her in the dark and let her own imagination do the rest. She was already stumbling backward, casting around for where to bolt like a startled deer.

“It will suffice,” the Gummy Bear King burbled. “I shall give it to one of my people. Perhaps the feel of living flesh will remind them.”

“Remind them of what?”

I absently reached out and grabbed Emily’s arm to stop her from fleeing. It was meant to be reassuring, acknowledging that we were in this together, but Emily jumped a little and looked even more nervous. Her face was pale and her eyes were wide.

“None remember what we were,” it sighed. “Those that created us are nothing but a vague memory and so we have been forgotten. And because no one knows us anymore, my people no longer know themselves.”

“You remember,” I said.

“I barely remember. I had a name. I don’t recall what it was, but the weight of it echoes. Someday that, too, will die away and then this hall and everything within it will be gone.”

There was such sorrow in its voice. Like the master of the vanishing house, desperately clinging to life, begging to be worshipped or feared or loved so that it might live another day, another year, or more. These creatures, too, were fading away. It was only a matter of time, and here was their king, asking only for some small comfort for its people before they faced oblivion.

The guilt stabbed through me for what I intended to do.

“So do we have a deal?” I asked. “You’ll stop assisting the Fomorian?”

“Indeed,” it sighed. “Come closer, campground manager.”

I walked close and put one foot up on the dais. Behind me, I heard Emily say my name nervously. I glanced back to see what the matter was and found the smoke starting to billow inward from the shadows, creeping closer to her feet in anticipation of taking her flesh for its own.

“Hey, don’t block off my exit,” I said pointedly, “lest I think you’re making this bargain in bad faith.”

In the stories, humans can lie as much as they wish. Inhuman things typically aren’t so unrestrained.

The smoke recoiled and Emily gave an audible sigh of relief.

“Hold out your hand,” the Gummy Bear King commanded.

I did. And it shifted, a tentacle of flesh splitting from its side. It lashed out, sticking onto my palm with a meaty slap. It was cold to the touch and engulfed my fingers. Like my hand was being swallowed by an earthworm. It took an act of will to not rip my arm free and rub my hand raw against my jeans in a compulsive attempt to get the feel of it off my skin.

“Oh wow, this is… something,” I said, my composure strained. “A handshake. Yeah. You know, we don’t have to keep to human traditions here, we could have finalized the agreement with a firm nod at each other.”

“A week, campground manager,” it said. “This is how long a reprieve the body will buy you.”

“That’s not very long,” I snapped.

“Then you should have negotiated better. One body is a poor trade for the bounty the Fomorian would grant us if it were to ascend. Be grateful I give you this much.”

It released me. I hastily backed away, wiping my moist fingers on my jeans, and as I did, I palmed the object in my back pocket and covertly drew it out. I kept it concealed in my closed fist as I backed away from the dais to stand near Emily.

“You told me that you knew something about my death,” I said.

“A body for our inaction,” the creature replied. “That was our bargain.”

“I want to know what you’ve seen!”

Its eyes shifted inside its pallid mass and the stone teeth stretched into a leering grin.

“I wish for a body,” it said. “This one you’ve brought me is a fine vessel for any of my people, but it is not fit for a king. Bring me another, a body worthy of my stature, and I will tell you more. Maybe… one of this girl’s kin?”

Emily went very still beside me.

I understood this game. It would ask for more and more, dangling its promise of answers in front of me like a lure each time. It was a noose it wanted me to willingly place my neck through. The bargain would ruin me.

Good thing I never intended to honor it in the first place.

“That’s a shitty deal,” I said. “Emily, let’s go.”

She certainly didn’t have to be told twice. Her face softened with intense relief and she quickly turned and took a few steps toward the exit. The black smoke boiled out of the shadows, cutting off the path. I wasn’t concerned. Not yet. I continued to face the Gummy Bear King on the dais.

“We had a bargain,” it hissed, the flesh rippling rapidly, stretching thin as it drew itself up in height.

“And I am human,” I replied, “and the stories are full of our treachery.”

“You have no weapon,” it burbled. “I would not have let you enter if you had brought one.”

“Yeah, well, technology has progressed a bit since your time.”

I opened my palm to reveal what I’d retrieved from my pocket.

“This,” I said, flicking the cap off, “is a lighter. And this”—I raised the bottle I carried in my right—“is a Molotov cocktail.”

I lit it and threw it as the smoke billowed toward us. The smoke stopped short, cascading into a wall of vapor at the edge of the light cast by the exploding flames behind us. I pulled the bandana around my neck up and over my nose and mouth, and Emily did the same. The fire was spreading quickly, climbing up the columns and across the walls. We kept in the boundary between it and the darkness, staying just ahead of the advancing flames, but not so far that the Gummy Bears could reach us. The hot air scorched my cheeks and it was hard to breathe, but I could see daylight up ahead. The archway was almost within reach.

Better that these remnants perish. A slow death is a cruel death, and their death throes brought such suffering to those unfortunate enough to be caught up in them.

This was the comfort I offered to myself as the hall burned.

“Damn your family!” the Gummy Bear King howled from behind us. “A curse upon you! May your death catch you. May you greet it with regret!”

We passed through the archway and were in the forest once more. I pulled the bandana down and gratefully gulped at clean air, blinking tears out of my stinging eyes. For a moment, I couldn’t see, blinded by the soot from the fire and the brilliant sunlight reflecting off the snow. I stood there, letting my eyes adjust to the light.

And then I heard Emily nervously calling my name, and I turned to see what she wanted.

She was pointing at the archway. It hadn’t unraveled yet. I could see the flames of the burning hall still.

And they were dwindling. Rapidly.

“That’s odd,” I said absently.

The fire was splitting apart. A tunnel appeared in the flames. Something was smothering them, something immense enough to cut the flames in two, pushing them away and toward the walls of the hall. Something immense, something that bubbled, something that had two stones for eyes that were fixed on the entrance where I stood watching in dawning realization that our escape had not gone precisely as planned.

The Gummy Bear King was coming. A wall of roiling flesh, growing ever larger to encompass the entire hall, was bearing down on us, intent on forcing its way through the gateway that I had opened and entering the campground.

I grabbed at the tree and pulled, trying to see if I could separate the branches that comprised the archway. Nothing. The flames were flickering out, plunging the hall into darkness once more.

Running wasn’t enough. The Gummy Bears weren’t that dangerous when they were merely stealing whatever bodies they could find. But if that thing escaped, exactly as it was? I couldn’t have that. I couldn’t let it into my campground. Frantically, I looked around for something that could be used to break apart the trees and destroy the gateway.

Emily was quicker on the uptake than I was. I heard an engine rev and then she yelled at me to get out of the way. I stumbled to the side just as she hurtled past on my four-wheeler and rammed one of the trees.

The tree jolted and the branches creaked, tearing away from one another under the strain as the four-wheeler fishtailed in the doorway. Past Emily’s head I could see the incoming wall of flesh, rolling and bubbling as it cascaded down the long hall. We didn’t have enough time. The four-wheeler wasn’t powerful enough to bring down the tree.

I grabbed Emily’s arm and pulled her off the seat. She stumbled and I continued to drag her through the snow, away from the archway, trying to get clear before that thing burst free and consumed us both.

The Gummy Bear King surged out through the gateway like toothpaste from a tube. It enveloped the four-wheeler, which tumbled sideways into the creature’s mass, wheels still spinning. Jellied flesh sprayed as it shredded the face of the Gummy Bear King. The creature retreated from the onslaught, and the trees, strained by the passage of the avalanche of flesh, finally loosened their grip on one another. They sprang upright, their branches releasing.

The gateway snapped shut. And the Gummy Bear King went with it, its bulk dragged backward with a sickening slorp.

It dragged the four-wheeler along too.

“Damn it! I don’t have the budget for this,” I shrieked.

I admit that is what finally broke me, watching my vehicle being carried away on a tide of translucent flesh. I kicked at the snow. I yelled. I didn’t have the presence of mind to even form coherent sentences so I just wound up screaming “fuck” a lot at the top of my lungs. And when I had exhausted my rage, I stood there with my chest heaving, exhausted.

So that’s another four-wheeler gone. It won’t be replaced since I’ve already emptied my vehicle budget. That was my personal one too. I guess I’ll just be walking everywhere because I’m not about to risk the staff’s four-wheelers or golf carts.

Though I swear, if I have to deal with a gummified four-wheeler this summer I’m gonna be really angry.

“Sorry about that,” Emily said nervously. “That, uh, isn’t coming out of my paycheck, right?”

“It won’t,” I sighed. “You did the right thing. And that was some good acting in there. Convinced me that you were terrified for your life.”

“I’ll be honest: That wasn’t acting,” she admitted. “Once we were inside, it occurred to me that this was precisely how you would lure someone in as an actual sacrifice. I mean, I wouldn’t have been the first employee you’d killed.”

Ooof.

I didn’t really know how to reply to that so I just reiterated that she was going to get the promised hazard pay and a glowing performance review in the spring. Then we trudged back to the house—or rather, Emily drove the staff four-wheeler and I walked.

The Gummy Bears wouldn’t be a problem around the campground for a while to come. Despite the loss of the four-wheeler, I couldn’t help but be a little optimistic. I’d gotten rid of the Children, the Dancers thought more favorably of me, Beau was helping me in his own way, and now I’d set fire to the source of the Gummy Bears.

All that was left to deal with before the campground reopened was the Fomorian. And with spring right around the corner and no Gummy Bears to interfere, perhaps the fairy would stand a chance now.

Perhaps we could save the campground after all.






PART 5 Early Spring

As the campground prepares to reopen, the biggest hazard becomes mud. The melting snow and early spring showers turn the far end of the deep woods into a veritable swamp, and many parts of the road become impassable except to vehicles built to handle off-roading. Consider waiting to camp in the deep woods until the summer months, when the ground will be dry enough to hold both vehicles and tent stakes.
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Short-Lived Victory

Two days after sealing the hall of the Gummy Bears I got up with the dawn and set about my morning routine. Despite the war happening on my campground, I was surprisingly cheerful. The tide was turning in my favor. Mug in hand, I went to the kitchen table and pulled back the curtains to get some early morning sunlight, and my good mood was instantly gone.

Beau was standing directly outside.

I screamed in surprise and dropped my mug. It was my “Live, Laugh, Love” mug that I’d taken from the camp lost and found, so it wasn’t a huge loss. We wind up with quite a few mugs in the lost and found and hardly any of them get claimed. After a year they become camp property. I can’t remember the last time I bought myself a mug.

“Do—do you want to come in?” I finally ventured when it became apparent he wasn’t going to say anything.

He nodded. I waited for him to walk to the front door, but he didn’t move, so I nervously opened the window and he just… climbed inside the house. I shut it behind him.

I don’t know. I don’t know why he does what he does anymore.

I ignored him while I cleaned up the spilled coffee and shattered mug. He hovered uncomfortably in the archway between the kitchen and the living room, not saying anything. Only when I was done mopping up coffee did I turn and ask him what he wanted.

“I haven’t seen you much,” I said tentatively. “It’s been weeks since you showed up here.”

“I’m avoiding you.”

“That’s obvious.”

I waited, but no explanation was forthcoming.

“Did I… upset you?”

He subtly tilted his head, which I was starting to interpret as confusion.

“I set the hall of the Gummy Bears on fire,” I said. “That’s… kind of a big deal, right? I killed a bunch of monsters.”

He gave a soft laugh at that. “Why would I care? I’m not human. I don’t have emotions like you do. You made a choice that was yours to make.”

“Then why are you avoiding me?”

“Follow me,” he said.

This time he left through the front door like a normal person. We walked along in silence for a while, taking the road to the deep woods, and the only sound was the packed snow crunching beneath our feet. I was careful to keep some distance between us, keenly aware that my mere presence was contrary to his nature. Like we were magnets, I thought, pushing each other away.

“You’re marked for death,” he finally sighed. “It hovers over your head like a halo. Here is my mark, wrought of blood.”

He stepped close and gestured, his hand passing through space a few inches from my hair.

“There are more now. All of these bargains and debts you’ve accumulated, twisting together into a cord that will someday settle tight around your neck and take away your life.”

“And you’re bound to me,” I whispered.

He took a single step backward, dropping his hand by his side, his expression grim.

“Can you describe them to me?” I asked.

He hesitated and then very reluctantly told me a few. One of shadow, trailing in the wind as if the slightest breeze would eradicate it. I suppose that’s what happens when the person who makes a mark is trapped inside the Thing in the Dark. Good riddance to him. Another of iron, shattered now, and crumbling. The Lady with Extra Eyes. One of thorns, marking the intent of the Fomorian.

And of course, a crown of teeth. A very old crown passed down along the family line. The claim of the Beast.

He seemed uneasy, as if merely describing them was more familiarity than he cared to have with them. I didn’t press. Honestly, I was unnerved enough just knowing that Beau could see what monstrosities had it out for me.

I was unnerved that he had marked me for death. I’d refused to drink from his cup once, but I’d thought he’d forgiven me for the incident.

Clearly he had not. He was merely waiting.

He soon turned off the road and into the woods. I followed a bit more slowly, struggling through the deep snow. The temperature had been in the teens lately, with the windchill bringing it down to single digits. I envied Beau and his total indifference to the cold.

He stopped once the road was out of eyeshot. I glanced around. There was nothing remarkable about where we were. Just another part of the campground. Trees. Some underbrush. Nothing else.

“You need to see this,” he said, stooping and shoving the snow aside with his bare hand.

I leaned over and stared at where he’d cleared the snow. There was bare earth beneath, and something about that bothered me. I didn’t understand why, not right away. Not until I kicked the snow back to clear more space and found the carpet of leaves surrounding it. The carpet of leaves that filled this entire forest and only thinned around the trails. I stared at the clear spot for a moment and then at the dead leaves around it. I kicked at them and then jerked back as they dissolved into a fine, ashen dust.

I knelt and touched the clear spot of earth. It felt coarse, like sand. I dug my fingers into it. I shouldn’t have been able to do that. This was winter. It should have been frozen solid.

This wasn’t soil. It was ash.

“What’s happening?” I asked, letting it run through my fingers.

I raised my gaze to meet Beau’s. He was normally expressionless, but at this moment in the cold morning sunlight, he looked grim.

“You have a Fomorian on the campground,” he replied. “What do you think is happening?”

Ancient things altered the nature of a place. I stood, dusting my hands off on my jeans. The campground was dying, down to the soil, because of the Fomorian’s presence. If this went on for much longer, I’d start losing the trees.

“What the hell is that fairy waiting for?” I muttered. “I got rid of the Gummy Bears for them.”

Beau didn’t reply, nor did I need him to. I knew exactly what was happening. The Fomorian and the fairy were evenly matched, so they both looked for other ways to gain an advantage. In traditional battles, this meant terrain or weather conditions. In supernatural battles, this meant symbolism.

The fairy was waiting for spring, when the cold released its hold and light returned to the world.

Which was when the campers would return too.

“Yeah, this isn’t going to work,” I sighed. “Let’s go find the fairy.”

At least with Beau along it wasn’t hard to locate them. We stayed off the roads, picking our way through the forest, until we reached a small clearing in the depths of the deep woods. It was small and half choked by underbrush, likely only used by campers during our biggest event, when every available scrap of land was utilized by attendees. The fairy sat on a fallen tree, fixing an arrowhead to the shaft of an arrow. Their deer lay nearby, watching placidly as we entered. Bryan’s dogs were similarly arrayed around the clearing. Their tails started to thump against the ground in joy at the sight of me. I felt slightly bad for not bringing them treats.

“I need you to do something about the Fomorian,” I said. “Now.”

Screw Bryan’s warnings about being polite. I was done with that nonsense.

“A good morning to you as well,” the fairy murmured. “You’re in no position to make demands of me.”

“I disagree. You’re using my land as your battlefield. You chose to stay on my campground. You’re the one the Fomorian wants to kill. You could leave and it would follow you—but you haven’t. Why? Is it pride?”

The fairy paused in their work and then set the arrow aside. They raised their head and stared directly at me, and I felt sweat break out on the back of my neck. It was an effort to not look away under their scrutiny.

I’m not going to lie, I felt a bit more confident with Beau standing at my shoulder. His arms were crossed, thumb and forefinger gripping his cup as he stared at the fairy accusingly. This was his home as well as mine.

“I… have my reasons,” the fairy said quietly.

“Well, I’d like to hear them,” I snapped, “because that creature is poisoning my land and I’ve got campers incoming and all of this could be avoided if you’d just leave and take your battle somewhere else—like the next state over. So if you could elaborate on why you’re still here—”

One of the dogs woofed. Softly. Just enough to make me pause.

“It’s Bryan, isn’t it,” I whispered. “You’re here because of Bryan.”

The fairy remained motionless, holding my gaze with those cold, calm eyes. I cursed under my breath. Stories were rife with bad decisions made because of pride, because of oaths… or because of love.

“Okay,” I sighed. “How do we tip the battle in your favor? I’ve got… a shotgun and a knife?”

“The knife may be useful, if you can get close,” they replied dismissively. “I recognize the courage of your offer, but you alone won’t be much use to me.”

They reached for their arrow to resume their work. Like I was no longer there. As if this conversation was over.

Like hell it was.

“And if there were more than just me?” I asked, balling my hands into fists. “I can’t raise a whole army, but I can get you allies.”

They paused. Their fingers closed on empty air, the arrow forgotten again. Hope flickered in my chest. They were considering it.

“I will help too,” Beau said. “And there may be others that dwell here that do not wish to be ruled by the Fomorian.”

For a moment I couldn’t find words. I was thinking of maybe recruiting a big group of people from town, asking them to show up with their rifles and all and introduce the Fomorian to modern warfare. But I also knew that would be bloody. I’d be asking humans to go up against an inhuman thing, and no matter how well we planned, some of them would be going home in a body bag. The town would help, because this was an ancient thing we were dealing with, but they would never forgive me.

But maybe I didn’t have to do that after all. I could find my help among the creatures that actually stood a chance of surviving the battle.

“I’ll get you help,” I said breathlessly. “And then… we fight.”

“We fight,” the fairy agreed.



I gave Beau instructions as we walked back to my house. He was to go around to the various inhabitants of the campground and find out who would fight against the Fomorian. I’d call around and find out who would help from among the town residents—people that I thought had enough experience to stay at a distance and make it out alive. It was a very short list. Just a couple staff members who had assisted with hunting parties before. No one was particularly excited to be going after an ancient thing, but I promised we’d keep our distance and let the inhuman creatures do the really dangerous work. Bring rifles, I said. Not shotguns. Rifles.

We’d all meet at the campground gate in three days.

I stayed up late that night, worrying. I sat in my living room, listening to the Little Girl crying softly by the window. Somewhere out on the campground, Beau was going around recruiting help for me. I felt oddly on edge. I’d worked with inhuman things before, but the scale of this felt bigger. The stakes felt higher. And then, not long before midnight, when I was contemplating going to bed, the Little Girl stopped crying.

I froze. That was never a good sign.

“Oh no,” the Little Girl whispered. “No no no no.”

I acted on instinct. I threw myself off the sofa and took cover behind it. The Little Girl screamed in fright and then my window shattered. The house shook with the impact. For a moment everything was still, save for the tinkling of some glass remnants striking the ground and the wild sobbing of the Little Girl.

Then…

“Campground manager!” the Fomorian bellowed.

My blood ran cold. I felt frozen in place, cowering there next to the sofa. The Fomorian’s voice came from a distance. It wasn’t over the house’s property line, at least.

“You took my allies from me!” it continued. “So I will take yours! I will drag them here and I will tear them apart, little by little, and eat them alive. You will be helpless to do anything but watch and know what fate awaits you.”

Then I heard the cry of a horse and the sound of hoofbeats, receding into the distance. A warning. This was a warning. Was this retaliation for what I did to the Gummy Bear King? Or did it know what I planned?

Was Beau still alive?

Shaking, I stood and looked toward the wall. There was a body wedged through the broken window. It couldn’t fit through the frame, but it’d shattered the glass and now its head and part of its upper body were stuck. The hood of its garment mercifully covered its face, for I recognized it by its bulk.

One of the Musicians. The Fomorian had killed one of the Dancers’ Musicians. And, my heart sinking, I saw the shattered violin clutched in its lifeless fingers and I knew that it was the one that had rescued me from the dapple-gray stallion’s hooves.

I kill everything I love. Everything that gets close to me.

Beau was out there, somewhere on the campground, recruiting me allies. If the Fomorian found him—if he was next—

Sometimes I think I feel too little and sometimes I wish I didn’t feel so much. I’m starting to think that maybe I’m a little more messed up inside than I thought.

Do I care about Beau? He is cruel. I cannot defend him. Yet humans are stupid, emotional things and we form attachments without even knowing it until one day we realize how painful the absence of something will be. We bond with animals, with plants, and with things that we should hate.

I don’t want him to die.





A Funeral for the Inhuman

When daylight came, I held a funeral. I wanted to return the Musician’s body to the Dancers, but I could not find them. And worse, the body was decomposing. Rapidly. I’d wrapped the body tightly in a tarp and left it outside, as the cold would preserve it while I searched. When I returned for lunch, I found the tarp had flattened and a noxious bile was leaking out the edges. I pressed on the tarp gently, and even the bones felt spongy. There wasn’t a lot of time before the body would collapse entirely.

It didn’t feel right, just letting that happen. We try to burn the creatures we kill. It’s not just a way to dispose of the corpse. My father believed it was the last dignity we could afford them. He tried to impress that upon me as a child, but it never really took. Standing there in the cold and the snow and staring at the Musician that had saved my life and paid for it with its own, I think I understood better. I couldn’t let it simply rot away. Nor did I have the time to locate the Dancers.

I would bury it myself. And perhaps to console my conscience, I would give it the most reverential burial I could.

I called up the nearby farming supply store and rented a small backhoe. Tore out part of the graveyard fence to get it in and then ripped up enough frozen dirt to make a six-foot-deep grave in the middle of an especially cold winter.

While I was doing all of this, Bryan came around. He was on the campground almost every day now, making sure both his dogs and the fairy had survived the night. He asked what I was doing and then went away for a bit and came back with a coffin assembled out of scrap lumber.

And the two of us had a funeral.

There wasn’t much said. Bryan and I struggled to drag the coffin all the way from the house to the grave once the Musician was inside. We were worn out and panting by the time we got it down into the grave and neither of us wanted to talk. We just stood there, staring down into the hole, letting the uncomfortable silence build.

I felt I had to say something. I cleared my throat awkwardly.

“Thanks,” I said. “For saving my life.”

And that was it. I filled the hole, Bryan helped me stomp the dirt down, and we put the fence back.

“I spoke to the fairy,” Bryan said.

He sounded normal, but there was a forced edge to it. Like this was a conversation he’d rehearsed while he was making his way out of the deep woods. I waited for him to continue. Best to let him get it out in the open before responding.

“They said you’re recruiting them allies to fight the Fomorian.”

“It’s gotta be dealt with before spring.”

At least he wasn’t going to argue that point. The dead Musician explained the urgency of the situation.

“It’s just… the fairy promised to keep my dogs safe. Skirmishes only, running interference. That sort of thing. Nothing that put them in direct conflict with the Fomorian or its horse. But if they engage—actually engage, none of this dancing-around-each-other stuff—the dogs are going to join the combat.”

“Then pull the dogs out. Tell the fairy they can’t use them.”

He shook his head vehemently. “I can’t.”

“Because of your bargain?” I pressed. “Or because you’re afraid the fairy will die without them?”

“I’m not like you,” he whispered, hunching his shoulders. “I thought that it was because of how we grew up, that because we saw people die at such an early age you were just used to it.”

My hands tightened on the shovel I’d used to pack down the earth on the grave of the Musician. I resisted the urge to turn my gaze sideways, to the newest headstones in the cemetery, where the bodies of my aunt and uncle lay. I wasn’t used to it. Not at all.

“But I can’t do this,” Bryan said. “I can’t choose like you do, I can’t decide who deserves saving.”

“So you think there’s something wrong with me,” I said coldly, and I immediately regretted it.

“Or maybe there’s something wrong with me.”

He said it so softly. I wanted to protest, to tell him that he was fine, that there was nothing wrong with him—but he grew up with a pack of unnatural hounds at his side. Something had happened to cause that.

“I guess there’s something wrong with both of us,” I sighed. “I’ve just got a bit more experience being the one in charge of everything.”

“You’re the campground manager, after all,” Bryan said. “So you choose. It’s what you do.”

The dogs or the fairy. Which would I risk?

I took a sharp breath. Bryan’s words felt like a knife in the ribs, jabbed right into my side, lodging there and making it hard to breathe. I didn’t want any of this to happen, I wanted to scream. I wasn’t the reason the fairy was here. It wasn’t my fault that the Beast had escaped and something had to get it back onto the campground. But instead I closed my eyes and I did what I’ve always done.

Weighed the risks. Decided what I could lose.

“I need the dogs,” I said.

I wanted to say more, to explain that the more help we had, the better our odds were of everyone making it out alive. But the words stuck in my throat.

“Okay,” Bryan whispered. “I’m… I’m going to go home then. Tell me when it’s over.”

I stood there and watched him return to his pickup truck. He clenched and unclenched his hands as he walked, the dirt from burying the Musician staining his fingernails. I watched him drive away.

“Beau, you better be getting me a shit ton of help,” I hissed.

And I stalked off toward the deep woods to make sure of it.



I didn’t find Beau. Instead, the Dancers found me.

They came up from behind. I turned and waited for them, as initially they were grouped close together and I could not see what they carried. They were somber, dressed in black with veils over their heads and faces. Mourning the loss of their Musician. I felt I should at least offer my condolences and explain where I’d buried the body.

I didn’t get a chance. The procession drew to a halt as it came close. The Lead Dancer held up a finger when I made to speak, indicating that I should be silent. She sidled up beside me and looped her arm through mine. Like we were friends. Bemused, I let her escort me to the group, assuming this was some kind of mourning ritual and I was being included.

Unfortunately, I was correct.

If I’d known what role they wanted me to take, I might not have waited for them on the road.

The group parted to reveal what they’d been carrying in the middle of all of them. A coffin. Constructed of wood and covered in rainbow glitter. It sat on the ground, presumably because the Dancers carrying it wanted a short reprieve, and I crept closer to inspect it out of curiosity. One of them kicked the lid off so I could look inside.

Empty. The interior was covered in glitter as well and I had to admire their dedication.

Well, I admired it for a couple seconds, at least, until two of the Dancers shoved me from behind. My shins caught against the side and I went down face-first directly into the open coffin. The glitter dug into my palms as I tried to catch myself, but a lid slammed down on my back before I could push myself out again. I pounded on the bottom, the sides, and kicked my heels against the lid, but nothing gave. Then it lurched, swayed, and I braced myself on the sides, heart pounding at the sudden movement.

The swaying settled into a rhythm. They were carrying it. And all around me I heard noise—crying, wailing. Sobs. A raucous commotion, utterly unlike the silent and grim funerals my family held. The Dancers seemed determined to let the entire campsite know of their loss.

Also, it drowned out my frantic cursing from inside the coffin.

The longer it went on, the more panicked I grew. The lid only afforded me an inch or two of clearance and that alone made it feel intensely claustrophobic. I told myself that I was safe in my own bed, that the wailing I heard was that of the Little Girl. Whatever trick of the mind I could conjure to stave off the screaming panic that hovered at the edge of my thoughts.

I couldn’t focus entirely on staying calm, however. What if they intended to bury me alive? Or worse—and I began to break into a cold sweat at this thought—turn me into a replacement Musician? The Harvesters came to my mind, them and their cursed raincoats. Perhaps they weren’t the only creatures around here that could replenish their ranks. I ran my fingers along the seam, searching for a weak point. The glitter stung as it dug into the skin under my fingernails. I found nothing. I twisted, trying to find a better position so I could leverage an elbow or something to smash against the lid of the coffin. The coffin dipped to one side, swaying like a boat in a storm as the Dancers carrying it struggled to adjust to my shifting body weight. I seized on this idea. Maybe I could force them to drop it. I twisted again, slamming my shoulder against the opposite side.

“You’re making this hard to carry, Kate,” a familiar voice said from just outside the wooden box.

Beau. That little shit.

“Uh, do you know if they’re going to… kill me?” I asked.

He just laughed. It wasn’t a reassuring response, but I felt somewhat mollified by his presence nonetheless. Surely Beau wouldn’t let them harm me since he was on my side right now. Surely.

I stopped struggling. The only thing it was really accomplishing was bringing glitter raining down all over me, anyway. Eventually, the coffin was gently lowered to stable ground. I let out a slow breath, trying to loosen my muscles, waiting to see what would happen next.

The coffin lid was pried off. It landed heavily on the ground. I rolled over, struggling to lever myself up over the sides. The Lead Dancer stood at the foot of the coffin, holding out a hand to help me up. I stared at it suspiciously for a moment.

“I suppose you want out before we bury it?” she asked.

That got me moving. I clasped her hand and she hoisted me free. I glanced around while I vainly tried to brush glitter off my jacket. I was covered in it and knew it was going to wind up all over my house as well.

We were in the Dancers’ favorite clearing. The largest one, near the steep hill that we’d used to take the wagon away from the Children. They’d dug a grave close by where the bonfire usually went, in which they were preparing to bury an empty coffin.

“I’m sorry about not returning the Musician’s body,” I said unsteadily. “I didn’t know what else to do with it.”

“Oh, that’s nothing to apologize for. You buried it according to your own customs, and that it had a funeral is all that matters. This is just us having a bit of fun is all.”

Fun. Right.

I watched them lower the coffin into the pit. I still didn’t know what I was doing here, but at least I wasn’t going to be buried alive.

“But before we have our ceremony,” the Lead Dancer said, turning to face me, “let’s talk about your proposal.”

I gave Beau a sideways glance, which he did not return. He gazed calmly at the Lead Dancer, his hood drawn and hiding most of his face from me. I wanted to demand he tell me what he was thinking, asking the Dancers for help. The list of inhuman creatures that might help me was pretty short, but there were some options that I’d have placed above the Dancers. Reliable options. Options that came with their own weapons, even, instead of a couple pounds of glitter and three kegs of beer.

“We’re in agreement,” the Lead Dancer said neatly. “Something has to be done about the Fomorian. We’ve no desire to be ruled over by a tyrant.”

I felt a thrill of excitement in my veins. This wasn’t just a funeral. The inhuman entities were convening a war council of their own and I had been invited.

“Great,” I said. “Love that energy. But—how are you going to help? No offense, but this isn’t murdering some drunken human who stumbled into your clearing uninvited. This is an ancient monstrosity we’re up against.”

Silence filled the clearing. I realized with a sinking sensation in my stomach that every Dancer had turned to look at me. Beau’s scowl was deepening.

“Don’t forget the horse,” Beau added. “We have to do something about the horse too.”

“So far we have me and my shotgun,” I continued, “Beau with a knife and a cup, and honestly I’m not sure what you all bring to the table.”

A dozen cold stares were fixed on me.

“Someone had to point it out,” I protested.

“Are you volunteering to see what we’re capable of?” the Lead Dancer asked smoothly.

“No. No, thank you.” I sighed. “I just—look, if this goes wrong, we all die.”

I glanced at the empty coffin. They’d already lost one of their Musicians aiding me.

“We’ll be there,” the Lead Dancer said. “We’ll manage ourselves. It’s you that’s the most important part of all of this.”

This was the curse of the inhuman, being subject to the rules of their world. And the only weapon of humanity, to be able to dream a world different than what it is.

“And what do I do?” I asked.

“Just… go be… you at the problem,” the Lead Dancer replied. “It seems to work well.”

“Fine,” I said. “I guess I can always shoot the damn thing, if weapons work on it.”

I had to admit that this was going better than I’d expected. Certainly better than my disastrous last family meeting, which had resulted mostly in bickering and insults. Better than some of my staff meetings, even, which was saying something since my employees are paid to listen to me. But then, the meeting was forcibly adjourned early.

A whistle came from the tree canopy. Beau and I pivoted to look, but I saw nothing. I wondered if it was one of the Musicians, recalling how easily the one that rescued me had scaled the tree.

“It’s coming,” the Lead Dancer said tersely. “Bad luck, I suppose. Or it’s hunting you.”

She nodded at Beau. He inclined his head softly in respect and stepped backward.

“It is time to go, then. Thank you for the warning.”

He turned and started to walk away. The Lead Dancer hissed and hastily ran to intercept him. She grabbed his arm and began dragging him back into the clearing.

“What are you doing?” she snapped. “Didn’t we just discuss this? It’s nine feet tall and has a horse. Get in the coffin.”

She dragged him toward it and as she passed me by, she reached out and grabbed me as well.

“Both of you!” she continued urgently. “Hide!”

Her panicked tone got me moving. Also, the Lead Dancer was inhumanly strong and there really was no stopping her. She shoved me into the pit and I hastily lay down inside the beglittered coffin. Beau dropped to a crouch beside me and reluctantly lay down, and regrettably, neither of us had the foresight to ensure we were back-to-back. Two of the Dancers dropped the lid down on top of it and the darkness swallowed us up. I held very still, breathing shallowly, as the ground shook with the Fomorian’s approach. I couldn’t feel Beau breathing at all.

The voices were muted at first. The Lead Dancer, speaking in a conciliatory and subservient tone. Then the Fomorian’s rumbling voice, clearly audible through the wood of the coffin.

“You wouldn’t defy me, would you?”

“Of course not,” the Lead Dancer replied in a clear, smooth voice.

Could inhuman things lie to other inhuman things? Was it only humans that compelled them to speak something close to the truth? I felt a flicker of hope that maybe we’d get out of this alive.

A moment of silence. Then, the startled cry of the Lead Dancer, echoed swiftly by her followers. The clearing went still and quiet again, save for the sound of plaintive choking from the Lead Dancer. I balled my hands into fists, my nails biting into my palms, seething in helpless rage.

I guess they can lie to each other, but it’s not very effective.

“You conspire against me. I should kill you all right here,” it rumbled.

“But you won’t,” the Lead Dancer replied. “You want to rule over us. Can’t do that if we’re all dead.”

I closed my eyes and silently willed the Lead Dancer to please shut the fuck up and stop being a smartass to the ancient monstrosity. Apparently the Fomorian agreed, for there was the sound of a body hitting the ground and a brief cry of pain.

“I’ll ask again. You wouldn’t defy me, would you?”

I strained to listen, trying to hear what was being said over the beating of my own heart.

“N-no.” She coughed. “I wouldn’t dare.”

“But you did dare.”

The ground shook. I held my breath. Beau “helped” by placing the palm of his hand over my face. His rings were cold against my lips. It was coming closer. For a moment, nothing—and then—

The coffin creaked with strain as an immense hand closed around it. I stopped breathing entirely. The coffin lurched, tilted, and then everything froze. Beau’s nails were digging into the skin of my cheeks.

“You wouldn’t disturb the dead, would you?”

The Lead Dancer’s voice was clear and strong. There was silence. The coffin remained motionless, half lifted off the ground.

“This is a funeral,” she continued, outrage in her tone. “You think they’re in there? You’d desecrate a grave? Let us finish our mourning.”

The coffin shifted. It went horizontal again, once more resting on the ground. The wooden planks ceased groaning from the strain.

“Finish your rites, then,” the Fomorian growled. “But after that—they belong to me.”

It knew. It knew we’d been here and the only thing that saved us was the fact that this was a funeral and the Dancer had very carefully not lied, but said enough to imply we weren’t actually inside the coffin. I was biting my lip so hard I tasted blood, but nothing else happened, and there was no sound from outside the coffin other than the heavy tread of its footsteps as it lumbered away into the forest.

Finally, the Musicians wrestled the lid off and released us both. I avoided looking at Beau as I climbed out. The Dancers were arrayed all around the clearing, visibly shaken. The Lead Dancer had a hand to her throat, and I could see bruises already forming where the Fomorian had choked her.

“Well, that was uncomfortably close to all of us dying,” the Lead Dancer said. “Who wants vodka?”

She staggered over to the edge of the clearing and started rummaging through some overgrown weeds.

“So, uh, are we still on for killing the Fomorian?” I asked tentatively. “It seems to know we’re all working together. Stakes just got a lot higher.”

She lifted a bottle of Grey Goose and uncorked it, tilted it back, and drank almost a third in one go. Then she laughed.

“So let’s move up the timeline,” she said with a savage grin. “Tomorrow. Let’s kill that thing tomorrow.”

I guess it’s all fun and games until someone threatens their party, and then the knives come out. Good to know.

There was no other reason for me to stay, after that. The Dancers had an empty coffin to bury. And I had to go stand in the shower for however many hours it took to get all the glitter out of my hair. Before I went, however, I decided to seize the opportunity to ask a question that’d been bothering me for many, many years now.

“Hey, since we’ve got a working relationship now, can I ask you something?” I said. “What… are you?”

She seemed perplexed by my question.

“We’re dancers,” she said. “We heal people.”

“And the people you kill?”

“We heal them too.”

I remembered one of them killing a camper. He’d said some people don’t want to be cured.

In some cultures, dancing is used as a cure for affliction. But if the affliction is in the soul, a flaw of character, then I suppose death is a remedy of sorts.

“Would you kill me if I were not marked for death by the Beast?” I asked.

She looked me straight in the eyes. “Do you really want to know the answer to that?”

Her tone was sharp. A warning. My voice faltered, caught in my throat, and I was unable to say anything in response. She gave me a thin smile.

“No. You don’t.” And she walked away.

Maybe someday I’d be strong enough to know. Maybe when this was all over. But at that moment, I didn’t have the luxury of self-doubt or introspection. There was a war to be waged.





Bryan’s Dogs

I went to Bryan’s house on the morning of the final battle. Early. We’d planned to convene just before noon, when the sun was highest, which meant I had a little time. I wanted to talk to Bryan, tell him that we were going to kill the Fomorian. Today. In case he wanted to be nearby, in case we needed him.

I wanted to stop feeling guilty.

When I arrived at his house, I was surprised to find not Bryan but his mother, Linda. I knew her from my childhood, but she wasn’t someone I ran into routinely.

“Hi,” I said, “I’m Kate. The campground manager?”

“Of course I know who you are,” she replied. “Come on in.”

“Oh, uh, is that okay?”

I glanced past her as she held the door open wide for me. I’d been to Bryan’s house before, but it felt weird to be coming in if he wasn’t home. It was small, only one bedroom, and the carpet was in need of replacing. With a pack of unnatural dogs, I didn’t blame him for waiting on that though.

“Sure, he said he’ll be home soon. Want some coffee?”

I followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the dining table. I stared at the line of metal dog food bowls sitting empty along one wall. In the living room I could see a row of dog beds, taking up the space where an entertainment center would normally go.

“Do you know where he went?” I ventured. “He’s not at the campground, is he?”

“He didn’t say.”

She sighed heavily and joined me at the kitchen table with mugs of coffee and creamer.

“He goes to the campground a lot,” she said. “Even when he’s not scheduled to work. He…”

“I know about the fairy,” I said quietly.

“He doesn’t go there only for the fairy,” Linda muttered, fiddling with her coffee mug.

I wasn’t sure if I felt so awkward because I was talking to an employee’s mother, or because I didn’t socialize much in general, or because we were talking about personal things, or all three.

“It’s the dogs,” she said. “It’s how he keeps them away from people. It’s how he keeps himself away from people.”

I frowned. I’d always known Bryan to be quiet and reclusive, but I’d assumed it was just his personality. His mother was making it sound like it was a deliberate choice.

“His dogs are great, though,” I said. “Why would he want to keep them away from everyone?”

“Something happened when he first got them. Honestly, I’m a little surprised you didn’t hear about it,” Linda said. “Your parents certainly knew what happened.”

“They didn’t share everything with us. I know they talked with the school principal at one point.”

“That was before the incident.”

My attention sharpened on Linda. My parents might not have told us this. Some of the stuff they thought was too awful, they held back.

Not that I hadn’t seen plenty of awful things despite their efforts. The sound of the dapple-gray stallion ripping flesh off of bones came to mind.

“Well, this is a pretty sad story,” Linda said. “It starts with animal cruelty, you understand.”

I’d had a suspicion. Black dogs—the supernatural kind, not just the color—were created when a dog’s life was cut short. And Bryan’s dogs were definitely far more than ordinary animals. I first saw his dogs when we were in fifth grade. They began following him to school when they were in that awkward stage between puppy and adult, their paws still slightly too large for their bodies. They’d wait at the edge of the schoolyard for him to visit them during recess and then after school let out, they’d surround him and they’d all walk home together.

It didn’t take long for adults to notice. Our principal got on the announcements one day and warned everyone to stay away from the dogs. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but I wondered what it was like for Bryan, sitting in his classroom with the principal over the PA telling all of his classmates to stay away from his dogs. He must have felt the weight of all those eyes on him. No wonder he never talked much.

I remember the principal coming by to confer with my parents. We were told to stay in our rooms and do our homework. I, of course, climbed out through my window and sneaked around the side of the house to listen in, hiding against the wall under the kitchen window. The dogs, the principal was saying, were clearly unnatural. He sounded offended at the very thought.

“So what if they are?” my dad replied. “They’re obviously attached to Bryan, and dogs—even unnatural ones—are loyal to their masters. I don’t see a problem here.”

“But they follow him to school!”

“Is there going to be a need for the dogs to defend Bryan while he’s at school?”

My father’s voice had gone soft, as it did when he was making a threat. It wasn’t even the tone of voice he used right before I got sent to the yard to chop wood for a while. It was reserved for the adults around town, a warning that they should choose their next words carefully. For while my father was gentle and kind, he was also the sort of man who had mercy-killed his own father.

The principal did not reply. I remained crouched there, heart hammering in excitement. I liked hearing the principal get his comeuppance for no other reason than he was in authority over me and I didn’t like that.

“As I said,” my father finally said with an air of finality, “I don’t see a problem here.”

After that, no one bothered Bryan. The other students left him alone. They left his dogs alone as well. I attempted to befriend them, briefly, but gave up when I realized the dogs had no interest in me. They’d let me pet them at the edge of the playground, but their eyes would be fixed on the drab brick walls of the school building, intently staring at their master, who sat somewhere beyond.

Then we grew up. I left for college. Bryan didn’t. When I returned that first summer after my freshman year, he was working at the campground and the dogs were with him. I’m not sure if my parents hired him because no one else wanted to, on account of the dogs, or if they hoped that having some unnatural hounds around would make the camp safer. Probably both reasons.

“I only knew about them when they started following him to school,” I said. “He never told me where they came from.”

Or anything else about them, for that matter. I just… used them to keep the campground under control. Just another tool.

“Bryan was prone to going off on his own as a child,” Linda said. “He’d vanish into the woods and not come back until dinnertime. I didn’t mind as long as he got his homework done.”

Then the dogs started coming around.

They’d only come at night, at first. She’d see them through the window, slinking along the edge of the yard, just where the forest swallowed up the light from the house. Their eyes shone like coals and she knew that these were not normal dogs. She hoped they would move along on their own, but they came back night after night until she was afraid to look out the windows after the sun went down. She’d close all the blinds, check the locks, and flinch every time a dog barked in the distance. They never did anything. They just… watched.

Finally, she sat Bryan down for a talk. He couldn’t go into the woods for a little while, she said. It was too dangerous. He began to cry and his mother reassured him that this was only temporary and that she’d go to my parents, ask them for help, and they’d take care of it. That only made Bryan cry harder.

“They’ll kill them!” he wailed.

Linda floundered, trying to think of a way to explain to a child that there were monsters out there and the only way to be safe was to kill them. My parents never shied away from the topic, but it was a harder pill to swallow outside of the campground’s gate.

“They… might… not?” Linda said weakly.

“It’s not fair! They already died!”

Linda froze. Then she picked Bryan up, held him for a while, and wrapped him in the coat that had been her mother’s and her grandmother’s before that, because that always seemed to calm him down when he was an infant. It worked now, and after a little bit Bryan was able to tell her what happened, in bits and pieces at a time.

One day while out in the woods, he saw a dog. Pale cream with blue eyes. It stood out in the open before him a moment and then turned and bounded away. It was beautiful. Tall and slender, ethereal like moonlight. He’d never seen anything like it, so he followed. The dog went on ahead of him, stopping every now and then and looking back with those pale eyes like a cloudless sky to make sure he was following.

Then his foot caught on something. He glanced down and saw a trash bag lying at his feet. When he looked up, the dog was gone and no amount of searching revealed it again. He gave up and looked inside the bag.

I don’t really need to say what was inside, do I?

Bryan’s mother didn’t know what state the puppies were in and Bryan clearly didn’t want to talk about that, so she didn’t press. Regardless of how they died, it was apparent human hands had done it since the bag had been discarded in an area where it wasn’t likely to be found.

Bryan cried over them for some time and then decided that he couldn’t leave them there. They needed to be buried properly. It was the least he could do for them. So he strained to lift the bag over one shoulder and set off through the woods, staggering under the weight of all those tiny bodies. He originally intended to bring them home, but they were heavy and he didn’t think he could make it that far. As he struggled along, his path veered to a place he hadn’t gone before.

The old abandoned church.

“I’ve been there,” I said quietly. “Bryan took me to it to bury the horse bones.”

“That’s also where he buried the puppies.”

I recalled the patch of barren earth where nothing grew. How quick Bryan had been to direct my attention elsewhere when I pointed it out. I knew my folklore. I would have figured it out.

Bryan thought they needed a proper burial. And what was more appropriate than a churchyard? He dug shallow graves for them with a stick, working until his hands were covered with mud and his fingernails broken. He buried them all, marking each grave with a stone and scattering wildflowers over the mounds.

Then he went home. He never told his mother what he’d done for fear she’d be upset that he went onto the abandoned church grounds. And a few days later the dogs returned, very much alive.

“They followed me home,” Bryan told Linda at the end of his explanation. “I see them every night when I go to bed. Can’t I just let them in? They want in.”

Linda’s blood ran cold at that, but her family had its own share of secrets. She knew how stories went. She was intimately familiar with the inhuman world.

As she said this, I resisted the urge to glance around, to see if there was a jacket hanging anywhere in eyeshot. The one that had been her mother’s and her grandmother’s before that. One made out of soft sealskin, that Linda kept close by her side.

“So that evening,” Linda continued, “I took a risk.”

She opened the front door and held it open. Her heart pounded with fear. Bryan waited upstairs in his bedroom with the door shut, as his mother had demanded. One small concession to the danger she was about to potentially invite inside their house. The dogs crept out of the woods, tails tucked low, heads held down. There were six in all. They moved cautiously. One tentatively stepped up on the threshold of their house and then crept inside. It glanced at her as it did with those glowing eyes. The rest followed behind it.

Bryan was delighted. And the dogs gained confidence as soon as they saw him, yapping and licking his face in joyous exuberance. They slept all around the base of his bed that night.

Their appearance grew more normal over the next few days. Quite unusual-looking dogs, large like wolfhounds, but built like wolves. Dark charcoal coats that seemed black in the right light. Their eyes no longer glowed; however, sometimes after sunset she saw glints deep inside. They say that the first soul buried at a churchyard stays there guarding it from evil. To spare a person from this fate, they bury a dog instead, and it becomes a church grim. This was not a new church, but it was consecrated ground nonetheless. In his innocent grief, Bryan had summoned the souls of these slain dogs back to this earth, not to protect the church, but to protect the one who had cared enough to lay their bodies to rest.

“I thought it would be fine after that,” Linda said. “But then there was the divorce.”

It was fairly amicable, if only because they were both done with each other. Linda didn’t elaborate further than that and I didn’t press. There was a hint of regret in Linda’s voice and I wondered how many times she’d replayed the past in her head, wondering whether if just one thing had happened differently, the outcome could have been avoided. It was a cruel game to play with oneself. I’d played it many times before, when I first took over the campground and stood over the body of a camper, wondering what I could have done to prevent their death. I’d stopped walking through that particular exercise when I wrote my rules.

Would things have been different for Linda if she and Bryan’s father hadn’t divorced? If they’d figured out how to work through their differences?

If Bryan’s father hadn’t taken the sealskin coat when he left the house for the last time?

“It had to be deliberate,” Linda sighed. “That’s not something you pack up by accident. And he knew how important it is to me. He took it on purpose.”

Of course Linda was furious. Not only was it a family heirloom, it was much more than that, a connection with her mother and grandmother, stretching all the way back to the waters around Ireland. Also, the coat was a little bulky. This wasn’t like accidentally packing up great-grandma’s wedding ring. It was like packing up great-grandma’s entire collection of fine china.

She’d torn the house apart looking for it and finally settled down in the living room, sobbing, because it wasn’t misplaced. Something like that didn’t get misplaced. He had it. The son of a bitch had it.

“I shouldn’t have cursed him,” she said. “Bryan was within earshot. You know how kids are at that age.”

Not having kids myself, I didn’t know, but I kept my mouth shut.

“It could have been settled very simply. I was going to call the Old Sheriff in the morning and ask him to retrieve it for me. He would have, you know.”

“Shit, he’d probably have kicked the door in to get at it,” I laughed. “Warrant or no warrant.”

The town takes shortcuts when the inhuman is involved. It was Linda’s grandmother who was a selkie; she had abandoned the ocean, taken on human form, and passed her sealskin on to her daughter. But regardless of how human Linda was or was not, returning a selkie’s skin was not something that should be tied up in the courts for long.

That night, however, Bryan left the house. Linda never tried to get answers from him as to why. She had theories, of course. Bryan had always been closer to his mother than his father, and perhaps he was trying to take care of his mom when it was so obvious that his father had hurt her. Or perhaps he just wanted to see his dad, without the yelling and arguing, and this was an excuse to do so. Whatever the reason, he slipped out through his bedroom window and walked across town to the apartment his dad was now staying at.

The dogs went with him. The dogs go everywhere Bryan goes.

And when Bryan’s dad opened the door and found Bryan there, demanding the sealskin coat, the dogs were there, clustered tight at Bryan’s back, and they stood taller than any dog had a right to be and their eyes glowed.

Bryan’s dad raised his voice, according to the neighbors. He was yelling something about how Linda could come get the coat herself and talk to him about all of this, instead of hiding behind a lawyer. Nothing that hadn’t been yelled before between the two of them, but this time it was at Bryan, who was still very young and had never had such an ugly tone directed at him before, not from his father.

He panicked. He froze up in terror.

And the dogs…

I forget sometimes that they aren’t intelligent in the way a human is intelligent. They think, they understand, but they perceive the world in a way we do not. Inhuman things follow patterns; they have a purpose and exist only to fulfill it.

“I shouldn’t have assumed a young boy could control a pack of grims,” Linda sighed. “I guess because they look like dogs I thought they were just… dogs.”

The pack flowed around Bryan and onto his father, whose tirade was cut short with a scream. Then that, too, was abruptly cut short.

And the dogs, the blood matting the fur around their jaws, turned to comfort Bryan and reassure him that that which had threatened him was a threat no longer.

“Your parents got involved around that time,” Linda said. “The town wanted the dogs gone. Wanted their bodies dug up and destroyed, since it was the bones in the churchyard that anchored them here. Your dad wasn’t having any of it. Got in front of the whole town and argued them down. It wasn’t right, he said. Not everything monstrous deserved to be destroyed.”

Dad had tried to save the dapple-gray stallion too. He’d tried to relocate it, get it away from the campground, which had made it into a monster. He’d failed to save the horse, but maybe saving the dogs was a kind of redemption for him. I felt a dull ache in my chest. I’d never know.

In time, the town moved on. The massacre became just another story told in hushed voices, late at night at the town’s only bar. Another warning not to meddle with these inhuman creatures.

It wasn’t so easy for Bryan to move on. He was horrified by what the dogs had done—what he had done. For days he couldn’t even look at the dogs. He flinched whenever they came near him. He was living in abject fear, terrorized by these creatures with which he shared his house. His mother finally realized the source of his nightmares and his outbursts, so she put the dogs outside in the yard for an extended time.

She sat him down for a talk.

“They’re very special dogs,” she told him. “They just want to protect you and that was the only way they knew how. They won’t hurt you. They love you and always will.”

“I know,” Bryan replied, so softly that Linda had to lean in to hear his words. “I’m not scared of them. But maybe it’d be better if they didn’t love me. Maybe then they won’t hurt anyone else.”

How do you console a child who’s killed someone? His mother told him that it was okay, that it wasn’t his fault.

It’s the same thing my parents told me when I strangled my best friend to death.

Little wonder Bryan resents how we grew up. We both came of age through bloodshed.

And when Bryan got done with high school, he chose not to go off to college, even though he could have. He could have gotten a scholarship. He could have had a life of his own choosing. I heard the pain in Linda’s voice at that. Instead, he went to work on the campground, because wherever he went, the dogs went as well. His pack of unnatural guardians, fluffy, obedient, and eager to kill any threat that presented itself.

“And I’ve been using them to hunt down monsters,” I whispered in horror.

Linda stared at me a long moment, her expression unreadable.

“That is their purpose, isn’t it?” she said.

It wasn’t Bryan’s purpose, though. It wasn’t what he wanted. He’d never volunteered to go hunting. He only took the dogs out after a creature when I asked him to.

I stood. I didn’t want to be here any longer. This wasn’t something I wanted to know. It was easier when Bryan was just… Bryan. Quiet, diligent, with a handy pack of hounds. I told Linda goodbye, thanked her for her time, and hurried toward the door. The sealskin coat hung on a hook in the hallway and I averted my gaze as I walked past it.

Bryan loved those dogs. Of that, I had no doubt. Otherwise he would have done as the town suggested and destroyed their bones long ago. He loved them, but all it would take was a moment of fear and then… There was no place where people would be safe from them—from him.

Except my campground.

He hadn’t told his mother where he was going to be, but I knew. Where else would he go but to the campground, where everything he loved was?





I Solve My Problems with Murder

I drove fast along the roads leading back to the campground. I was almost there when my phone rang. I barely glanced at the screen before answering. Tyler.

“This isn’t a good time,” I said tersely. “I’ve got something going on.”

“I know. The Old Sheriff told me what you’re doing,” Tyler said. “I’m going to help.”

“Like hell you are!” I protested. “You have a baby.”

“Yeah, and I also have a sister. And I just pulled up to the gate, so good luck stopping me.”

Then he hung up on me. I suppose I deserved that. Not like I haven’t done the same to him in the past. I swore and accelerated further, desperately trying to get back to the campground before either Bryan or Tyler did something stupid. I swerved through the camp parking lot when I arrived, searching for Bryan’s pickup. I didn’t see it, but that didn’t mean much; it was possible he’d taken it into the deep woods with him, especially since we were running low on campground four-wheelers.

Then I continued on to my house and found my brother’s car parked outside.

“Tyler?” I yelled, bursting in through the front door. “Are you in here?”

Silence. I stood there, my heart hammering. I glanced at the clock. Two hours until noon. The Dancers and Beau would be here soon. The handful of locals who had agreed to help me (from a distance, with rifles) would be here as well.

“Damn it, Tyler, didn’t you learn your lesson last time?” I muttered, furiously dialing his number.

Of course he hadn’t. We had the same parents. I hadn’t learned better than to not poke the proverbial bear, so it was unlikely that he would do any better. His phone rang and I reached his voicemail. I dialed again, stepping out onto the front porch and glancing up and down the road anxiously. Just before the call went to voicemail, I heard a noise from the snow nearby.

A phone ringing.

Tyler’s phone. I found it face down only a few feet from the front porch.

And I found something else, by the side of the house.

Hoofprints.

I called the Old Sheriff and told him to get in touch with our volunteers and tell them to hold. Not today, I said. Not until I found my brother. The Fomorian had too great of an advantage with a hostage at its side, and if I’m being perfectly honest, I didn’t trust anyone, no matter how good their aim was, to not shoot my brother by accident if he were mixed up in the fray.

I’d have to rely on the help of the inhuman for this. So at noon, I went out to the field beside my house and waited. The fairy was the first to arrive, riding upon their deer with a bow slung on their back and their boar spear in hand. Bryan’s dogs loped behind them. And mounted behind the fairy, arms wrapped around their waist, was Bryan. Thank goodness. I could only deal with one missing person at a time. The pair dismounted and walked the last few feet between us on foot.

“Weren’t you gathering mortals to assist?” the fairy asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I called them off,” I replied. “The horse took my brother. We need to get him back first.”

“Of course.”

So quick to agree. I felt the knot of anxiety loosen in my chest. I didn’t have to argue for them to help—and of course I didn’t. This was one of the Danann; the bonds of family meant a great deal to it.

“What does it want with your brother?” Bryan asked.

“It wants Tyler to kill me,” I said grimly. “The horse made him attempt it when we were children. He’s not a kid anymore, but…”

“It’ll break his will eventually,” the fairy said.

“We’ll find him first,” I said, more to convince myself than anything else.

Then the Dancers were coming out of the forest. Beau was with them, walking a short distance apart as if he didn’t entirely want to be associated with them. I took a deep breath and went to meet them. The Lead Dancer was at the fore of the group. She was dressed sensibly… from the waist up, at least. She wore a heavy plaid coat, a scarf, and a hat. From the waist down she looked ready for the beach in garish Bermuda shorts and flip-flops.

“Flip-flops? What part of ‘we’re at war’ did you not understand?” I asked incredulously.

“And I said we’d manage ourselves,” she retorted sharply. “I think I liked you better when you were scared of us. Maybe we’ll have to fix that when this is over.”

“Her brother is missing,” the fairy interjected, coming up from behind us. “The horse took him. We will be getting him back.”

“We’ll split up,” I said, quickly taking charge of the situation as the assembled inhumans looked at me. I was the campground manager. This was my land. “Beau, I feel you’re fine on your own. Dancers… I’ll let you arrange yourselves. And I’ll take the pickup and—”

“Take the dogs instead,” the fairy said, “and go on foot.”

I glanced backward to where Bryan was standing, tacitly staying out of the conversation. A lump formed in my throat. We’d have the best odds of finding him—he was my brother, we were blood, and I’d have supernatural hounds with me to home in on that connection.

But that would put us close to the horse.

“Let me get my gun,” I said quietly, “and my knife. And where will you be?”

“Harrying the Fomorian. Making sure it doesn’t interfere. Be quick, campground manager.”

They went to their waiting deer and Bryan moved closer to speak to them. I turned away to give them privacy. The Dancers were clustered together, speaking quickly to one another, and then as a group they dissolved, heading back into the forest in pairs. Beau lingered and I caught his eye. He nodded to me and then also turned toward the deep woods. No words were said.

Once again, I was on my own with this task, and I would have to succeed at it or die trying.



The dogs were silent as we entered the deep woods. Their paws didn’t make a sound on the carpet of leaves as they paced, heads pointed directly ahead, their eyes fixed on the path. I walked as quietly as I could, my shotgun heavy in my hands and my knife at my waist. The deep woods felt different today. The same presence that cuts away the outside world and cloaks the forest in quiet serenity was turning it into a treacherous morass of shadow. The late winter snow clung to the bases of the trees, mottled with pits from falling ice.

Humans are strangers to the forest. We don’t belong.

The dogs quickly turned off the road and I followed them. It seemed to me that the air was growing colder. It needled at my throat and settled heavy in my lungs. Around us, the trees seemed to stand straighter, their branches pointing up toward the sky like hands. And the dogs… they swam past me like smoke, sliding between the trees, their eyes shining faintly like dying embers. For a moment, I had an odd feeling, like I was following a path I already knew. Like my very bones remembered.

We weren’t alone. I realized this with an uneasy sense of trepidation. There was something following us. I saw light out of the corner of my eye, like candles all clustered together. I kept my gaze firmly on the forest ahead of us.

And the dogs broke into a run. Startled, I hesitated only a moment, and there was a brief feeling of the world twisting, the corners of my edges dissolving into gray mist, and I ran too. I couldn’t be left behind. Not on whatever trail this was that the dogs were taking me down. I ran, following the flashes of black smoke ahead of me, the shine of their eyes. The forest around me suddenly felt alive and keenly aware of my presence. I saw the lights again, in the corner of my eye. They weren’t in the dancing, erratic pattern of the lights that I tell people over and over not to follow. They stayed at the same height, moving in unison with a fluid consistency.

They were growing larger. Coming closer.

I ran.

Five paces. I took one long stride.

My death lived among these trees.

Two.

It glowed like a flame, like the throat of the Beast.

Three.

Did my dad know what lurked in this in-between space?

Four.

Did my mother?

Five—I felt something brush my back like a breath of air.

I went face-first into a bush. The presence was gone. The air smelled of rain and hay, like I was inside a damp barn. I shoved at the branches, trying to get my feet under me and detangle myself from the spines. I could see thick trees all around me, their trunks growing together to form a barricade of dry rot. I’d tumbled into a massive thicket at the edge of a clearing. My back was to the tree wall, the thicket between me and the rest of the clearing.

And good thing it was, I realized, my heart hammering. For on the opposite side rested the dapple-gray stallion on a bed of brown moss. Its breathing was deep and even. I held perfectly still for a moment, trying to reassure myself that it wasn’t waking up.

“Kate!”

Tyler’s whispered hiss came from the middle of the thicket, thin and frightened. Desperately, I clawed at the branches and then thrust my hand out. The thorns stabbed at my arm through the fabric of my jacket and I strained, pressing my entire body deeper into the branches, until I felt another hand clasp mine. Tyler. His grip was painfully tight; he was holding on as if he’d been thrown a lifeline. He pulled me out and into the clearing. We both stood there breathlessly, watching the horse for a moment to see if it was going to wake.

“You need to get out of here,” he whispered urgently. “The Fomorian won’t kill me. I’ll be okay.”

“I’m not abandoning you, even if you are an idiot.”

“You do some pretty dumb things yourself.”

“Like rescue my dumbass brother with a murder horse sleeping a few yards away?”

I studied the wall of thorns I’d just passed through. They’d closed up behind me so tightly I couldn’t see what lay beyond them.

“I’ve been trying to get out without waking the horse,” Tyler whispered. “The thorns barely budged for me. How did you get through?”

His hands were covered in scratches, some of which were deep enough to bleed.

“I had help,” I replied. “What does the horse want with you?”

“Same thing it always has.”

For Tyler to become the heir to the campground.

“You aren’t going to try to kill me as soon as we’re free?” I asked grimly.

Look. It was important to know that. Tyler laughed breathlessly.

“No, my mind is still my own. I fainted, and when I woke up it was napping.”

I braced myself and grabbed one of the branches, ignoring the thorns that pierced my palm. It parted underneath my knife, but in response the thicket rustled, the branches tightening together to form a denser, more resilient boundary. The sound of their movement was like a sigh, drifting through the clearing, and at the sound the horse stirred in its sleep. I froze and slowly let out a relieved sigh when the horse settled back down.

“Please tell me you have a better escape plan than cutting our way out,” Tyler hissed.

I shrugged helplessly. The dogs had vanished when I entered the clearing. They’d led me along the path to this place and now it was up to me to get out. We were still in my forest, of that I had no doubt, but we were also not.

Just… go be… you at the problem, the Dancer had said. Well… in my family, we solve our problems with murder.

“I’m gonna stab the murder horse,” I said in a low voice.

“Kate, no,” Tyler whispered desperately.

“Kate YES. I’m doing it. Get ready to run like hell.”

Cautiously, I crept toward the sleeping horse. Behind me, Tyler whispered something under his breath that I’m going to assume was a prayer. I moved across the clearing as quietly as I could until I stood directly by the stallion. Its head was slack, its legs folded beneath it. Hearing its breathing was like listening to a gale.

I struggle to kill things when I’m not angry. We’ve seen this from me before. But I brought to mind what this horse had done, how it had taken my niece. The cries of my sister-in-law when she discovered her baby was missing. And inside me flared that old anger, that hatred of these things that we are so powerless against. I nurtured it inside of me like a spark, feeding it my memories until it blossomed into an inferno, and the heat of it thawed my heart and my muscles.

I brought the knife down in a sweeping arc, putting the full weight of my body behind it, stabbing it right in the neck.

Turns out I’m not an expert in horse anatomy. Who knew!? And apparently animals that big can shrug off knife wounds when they don’t hit something vital. They do, however, make them very, very angry.

The horse jerked its head up and screamed in pain and rage. The eye closest to me swiveled to stare at me, and it was like a fire burned behind its glassy pupil. I ripped the knife free as the stallion surged to its feet, pulling its hooves beneath it and drawing itself up to its full height. It towered over me.

“Kate!” Tyler screamed. “The trees!”

They thrashed around us like they were in a storm. The dapple-gray stallion staggered, blood running down its neck, its breathing harsh. I turned and ran to where Tyler stood waiting, poised to flee. A gap had appeared between the groaning, twisting tree trunks. The lair had woken up to our presence and we were not wanted any longer.

Tyler ducked through and I was quick to follow. The trees bent over us like an arch and we ran down the corridor formed by their trunks, the ground uneven beneath us like we were stepping on exposed roots. A light appeared at the end, growing rapidly larger with every step, as if it were rushing forward to consume us. Then I stumbled out into the brilliant daylight reflecting off the snow. The shadows of the barren branches above us formed a webwork on the pristine snow we tumbled through.

Behind us exploded the stallion. Splinters of wood and shattered bark flew past my head.

“Do you have an idea of how to fight that thing?” Tyler gasped.

“Nope.”

And then the dogs appeared. They flowed out of the shadows of the trees as if cut from the cloth of the night itself. Their eyes blazed like meteors. They threw themselves into a row between the horse and ourselves. Their growls rumbled low in their chests like an array of engines, and their teeth shone ivory. The horse drew up short, its hooves throwing snow as it skidded to a stop. It snorted and tossed its head, splattering blood across the ground in a long arc. It stamped at the ground and stepped to the side, and the dogs were quick to adjust.

They would not let it pass.

Another noise rang out from the forest. Metal upon metal, followed shortly by the snapping and crash of a falling tree. Not too far from where we stood, though well out of eyeshot. I listened, heart racing, and there was another clash of metal, like the ringing of a bell.

“The fairy!” I cried.

They’d sent the dogs with us and gone to distract the Fomorian alone. Weeks of a stalemate ended in only a handful of seconds. An unnatural instinct whispering that now was the time, that now the Fomorian’s foe was unprotected. I seized Tyler’s hand, pulling him along with me. He hesitated, his gaze stuck fast to the horizon from which came the distant sound of weapons clashing. It reminded me of branches snapping under the weight of winter ice.

“There’s nothing you can do,” I said breathlessly. “Let’s get you to safety and then I can help the fairy.”

I angled toward the house. Tyler ran beside me, panting, gasping apologies as we went. He was reaching his limit. He staggered through the snow behind me, until I grabbed his arm and half dragged him toward the house. The two of us fled the deep woods, up the hill, and the barking of the dogs dwindled behind us. We’d escaped the stallion.

My side was knotted with pain and my throat was raw by the time we dragged ourselves up to the front door of my house. Bryan rushed to meet us, helping get Tyler inside.

“Stay here,” I said, shoving my brother toward the sofa. “Call the Old Sheriff and let him know that you’re okay.”

I brushed past him toward the front hallway. Bryan watched me warily as I stalked through the living room, loading my shotgun as I walked.

“Where are you going?” Bryan asked.

“To find the fairy.”

“Kate—that’s a Fomorian out there. What can you possibly do?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “I guess we’re going to find out, aren’t we?”





A Very Old War

I had barely an hour before sundown, and worse, it was starting to snow heavily. We were past the winter solstice, but the days still ended so early. Night was coming. I walked as quickly as I could, retracing my footsteps, until I came to the bloodstains.

Brilliant red blood, the color of roses, frozen in the ice. And sluggish black-red blood, like those same roses long after their autumn decay. The fairy and the Fomorian.

There was a lot more of the fairy’s blood in the snow.

And finally, in the distance I heard the baying of dogs.

I took off in that direction, following the sound. I moved as quickly as I could, struggling in the deep snow. My breath steamed in the cold air. It was like the campground was fighting against me, keeping me from progressing any farther into the deep woods. Like it was remembering an older time, when the winters were bitter and spring was an uncertain promise, ushered in in the wake of the ancient thing that battled in my woods.

I knew little of war, but I knew some things about hunting. The long trek in the woods, walking the same paths again and again, watching and waiting. My mother was impatient. It was my father who took me into the woods, and we’d walk in silence for hours, listening for that moment of explosive brutality, when the quarry was sighted—or sighted us—and survival was determined in a matter of seconds. This might have been a continuation of an ancient war, but the execution of it was more of a hunt. The fairy and the Fomorian, hunting each other, and finally there was nowhere left for either of them to maneuver.

I slowed to a halt as soon as I could see the battle through the trees. The area had been cleared by the struggle, trees uprooted and thrown aside or blasted into splinters by the force of the blows that were exchanged. It’d be hell to clean up later, I thought dourly. At least I’d get a lot of firewood out of it. If only I lived long enough to use it.

In the middle knelt the fairy. Red blood bloomed on the muddied snow around them like spring flowers. One knee was against the ground; they rested one arm on the other. In their hands was clenched their boar spear. They were breathing heavily, their gaze fixed on the Fomorian.

It paced back and forth, dragging its leg through the snow, a score of arrows stuck in its thigh. It held no weapon, but its hands were curled into fists big enough to crush someone’s skull. Its hood had fallen back to reveal thin, matted hair. Its face was humanoid in that it had eyes and a nose and a mouth, but the flesh ran like wax. It formed whorls and valleys, skin stacked upon itself in layers like the edge of a book. It wasn’t from some injury. This was simply how it was.

One of its eyes was missing. The flesh surrounding the empty eye socket was gone as well, leaving behind a gaping wound that seeped black blood and watery bile. Its other eye glowed with red light.

Between the two combatants stood the deer. Its hooves were planted firmly in the snow and its head was lowered, its antlers pointed at the stalking Fomorian. It was the only thing holding the Fomorian back from finishing off the fairy. Not that it would do any good, I realized. The fairy didn’t seem capable of standing on their own power at the moment. All the Fomorian had to do was wait until they bled out, and it seemed intent on doing just that.

I heard the barking of dogs, cutting through the hush of the winter air. Growing closer. My heart leapt; they were coming, they were going to help—and then fear squeezed my chest tight as I heard the furious screech of the stallion. It’d managed to evade them and now it was coming to aid the Fomorian with the dogs in pursuit. This little clearing was about to get very dangerous and there I was, a mere mortal, in the middle of it.

I frantically glanced around. I had to get out of the way—find someplace to hide—but wasn’t I here to save the fairy? I exhaled, forcing myself to be calm.

The stallion. If I kept it from reaching the Fomorian and freed up the dogs to protect the fairy, then maybe that’d give us all the opening we needed.

Luckily, the horse hated me.

I scrambled to the edge of the clearing, climbing onto the fallen trees to get a better vantage. Through the forest I could see the stallion, breath steaming in the air, the wound I left in its neck glistening with fresh blood. Behind it ran the dogs, their legs stretched out to run as hard as they could, but the horse was in a full gallop and they could not catch up. Not before the dapple-gray stallion reached the Fomorian.

It turned its head. Its gaze fell on me.

And I yelled.

“Hey, asshole!” I shouted. “I heard your mother was a donkey!”

It whirled, its attention no longer on the Fomorian, and changed its course. Its gallop slowed as it struggled to turn in the snow, and the dogs overtook it, skidding as they cut the stallion off and formed a line of snarling, snapping jaws. The stallion stomped in anger, baring its teeth with a screech. It very obviously wanted to crush me into a paste more than it wanted to assist its Fomorian master.

I clambered up one of the trunks that had fallen at an angle, getting enough height to grab a sturdy tree branch. I hauled myself up on it and then climbed a few branches higher for good measure. The dapple-gray stallion watched with malice in its eyes, breath steaming heavily in the cold air.

“Okay, go on now!” I called down to the dogs. “Go help the fairy. I’ll deal with the overgrown pony.”

The stallion didn’t seem to like being called that. It came directly after me. Its hooves sent up clouds of snow as it ran and it jumped up on the tree trunk I’d used to boost myself into the upper branches. The trunk snapped, long splinters erupting from the broken ends as the horse’s weight drove straight through the wood. It whinnied in thwarted rage and then turned and reared, slamming both back hooves against the tree in which I’d taken refuge. It jerked violently and I clung desperately to the trunk, struggling to maintain my balance. The horse readied itself for another blow.

But in the clearing, the dogs were now between the Fomorian and the fairy. The deer was no longer protecting the fairy, but instead kneeling by the fairy’s side. They wrapped an arm around its neck and pulled themselves onto its back. The Fomorian moved to stop it, but the dogs were quick to intercept, swarming around the Fomorian and snapping at its good leg. It batted at them and they darted away, only to reconverge as soon as it took another step toward the fairy.

The dogs gave the deer time to rise with its stricken rider. It bounded away, slipping between the trees and carrying the fairy away from the Fomorian’s grasp.

It screamed with rage at the realization that its prey was getting away. It screeched something in a language I didn’t recognize, a phrase so vile that my stomach clenched with nausea that almost made me faint upon hearing it. The horse whipped its head around and then the rest of its body followed, abandoning me to leap to its master’s call. I saw its eyes roll back in its head in helpless anger, no longer able to ignore the Fomorian’s summons.

No. I couldn’t let it catch up to the wounded fairy.

I clutched my knife tight and began to descend. The back leg. I could slash the tendon. Surely… surely… I could do that much.

I dropped hastily from the tree, letting go of the branch before I should have. I hit the ground hard and might have hurt myself if it weren’t for the mounds of snow that caught me.

The Fomorian had hold of the horse’s bridle. No. The fairy was my campground’s only hope. I pulled my knife from its sheath.

Bryan’s dogs beat me there.

They swarmed the horse, biting at its legs. It kicked at them in return and one of its hooves connected, throwing a dog violently toward the trees. It lay there a moment, then sluggishly heaved itself to its feet.

My mouth was dry with fear. No. They couldn’t do this. All this time the dogs had been focused on being a diversion, because they knew it was too costly to engage. But with the fairy wounded and victory within its grasp, the Fomorian was willing to make whatever sacrifices it had to. Including the horse.

And the dogs would have to sacrifice themselves in turn.

This campground ruined everything it touched. Even the animals.

Another dog latched on to the horse’s hind leg. It threw it off, but the damage was already done. Bloody bone showed through the tattered remains of flesh. The Fomorian kicked at the horse’s sides and the beleaguered animal bolted, struggling to stay ahead of the pursuing hounds. They nipped at its legs as it ran and I knew it was only a matter of time before they took it down.

But the horse’s path curved, turning away from the dogs, away from where the fairy had fled. I stumbled after them, hesitating only a moment before I chose the trail with the cloven hooves. I dragged myself through the snow, my legs burning with exertion, as the sound of the dogs’ barking diminished.

How many dogs would be lost taking down the stallion? And what of the Fomorian that rode it? I wiped my face with my sleeve, holding back tears.

I found the fairy at the edge of the woods. They’d fallen from the deer and now lay on their side in the snow. I hurried over and knelt beside them. Alive. The fairy was alive. They coughed as I rolled them onto their back.

“What do I do?” I asked. “How do I help you?”

“Get out of the forest,” the fairy rasped, their voice raw. “Sun is about to set.”

We couldn’t be in the forest after dark. Night belonged to evil things.

And the fairy was no longer able to fight. I grabbed their arm and slung it over my shoulders and then stood, dragging the fairy to their feet as I did.

“Let’s go,” I said tersely. “If I shouldn’t be in the woods, then neither should you.”

Then I glanced at the deer.

“You,” I said, “keep the Fomorian distracted. Lead it on a chase across the campground for as long as you can. The Dancers are out there—they can help.”

It needed no further instruction. It turned and bounded off through the snow. Hopefully it would find the Fomorian before the Fomorian found our footsteps in the snow, leading toward the field and the house beyond. Hopefully it wouldn’t consider that a weak and helpless human would venture out into this battlefield to save a fairy.

I walked. I dragged the fairy with me and they tried to help, but it was clear their strength was fading fast. My lungs burned from the cold and when I glanced backward, I saw the forest darkening behind me. It didn’t feel right. Like the night was creeping into the woods before its time, stretching out greedy fingers to snatch at my heels.

“So I’ve been wondering,” I said through gritted teeth, if only to distract myself from the forest pressing in around me. “Did you come to the campground for the Fomorian or did you come for Bryan?”

“The Fomorian, at first. But they were kept at bay, lurking on the outskirts of your town, and I didn’t feel any urgency to confront them. I was content to rest for a bit in your campground and enjoy the shelter of your trees.”

It was immortal. It had all the time in the world to finish its battle.

“And then you met Bryan,” I said.

“I did. And so I stayed longer still… until the Fomorian came here, to the campground.”

They lapsed into silence. I glanced over to confirm that their eyes were still open, fixed on the ground in front of them. We were almost out of the deep woods.

“If the Fomorian is here for you,” I continued, “then it’d leave if you did, right? You could have protected my campground by just… walking away.”

“Isn’t that a choice you had once, campground manager? And didn’t you choose to stay?”

I could have sold the land years ago. Destroyed the history my family had accumulated, rendered it nothing more than a parcel of forest and field, and scattered the resident monsters out into the surrounding homes.

“I… thought I was doing the right thing,” I whispered. “I thought I could contain the monsters.”

“I made a choice too.” They coughed and inhaled sharply, painfully. “I chose to stay close to the one I love, even if it might destroy me.”

Bryan. Bryan, who couldn’t leave this town because this was his home, because he had nowhere else to go, because he wanted to save me from myself.

We reached the field as the sun teetered on the edge of the horizon. I stared into the woods, watching with despair as the darkness consumed my forest. The trees seemed to bend inward, the branches intertwining, until they became an impenetrable wall. My heart sank and I desperately hoped that the deer had at least gotten out of the woods in time. As for everything else in there… well, it seemed they were all in for a bad night.

I dragged the fairy, who was now drifting in and out of consciousness, to the threshold of my house. I hastily unlocked the door, my hands shaking. I threw it open and hurriedly tumbled inside, slamming the door shut, and then locked it again, trembling with nervousness.

“Kate?” a voice called from inside the house.

Bryan. He sounded frightened.

“I need your help,” I called back. “Hurry!”

And he came around the corner and into the entryway to see me standing there, holding the fairy up, shaking with exhaustion and covered in blood that was not my own.



We spread some towels on my bed to soak up the blood before depositing the fairy on them. I sent Tyler to stand watch in case we were followed while I helped Bryan with the Fairy. Then we peeled the armor off the Fairy, leaving it strewn across the floor, revealing the ugly wound across their torso. I could see a pink shine where it crossed their stomach and realized how close they’d come to being disemboweled.

“You’re going to want the good first aid kit,” I said grimly.

I went to the closet and brought out the kit my parents had assembled that I’d kept stocked over the years. I shoved it at Bryan.

“Do you know how to sew stitches?” I asked.

He shook his head, so I went to the office and came back with my laptop. I set it up on the coffee table so that he could reference it while kneeling next to the wounded fairy.

“You can find anything on YouTube,” I told him. “Figure it out.”

“Where’s my dogs?” Bryan asked, typing some keywords into the search box.

“Hopefully leading the Fomorian astray. I don’t know how long that’ll last though.”

“Can you look for them?”

“They’re in the forest—”

“Please. Just see if they’re outside.”

Bryan’s intuition about his dogs was always right. I went to the front window, where Tyler stood watching, and stared past the Little Girl weeping just outside, to the darkness that was the forest. There were things coming up out of the woods, but there were two of them and they were too small to be the Fomorian. Their eyes glowed.

Bryan’s dogs. Only two of them.

I felt sick to my stomach. Where were the rest? Bryan had six dogs. I watched as they wearily made their way up the field toward the house. My intention was to open the door once they were on the patio, but the dogs did not come that far. They stopped at the gate. Stopped, turned, and sat down, staring off into the night.

Guarding the house.

There was no point trying to coerce them to come inside. The dogs had a duty to perform. Protect their master and protect the fairy. I reluctantly stepped away from the front door and returned to the interior of the house. There wasn’t a lot of lumber in the garage, but I tried to board up the windows as best as we could. The Fomorian seemed to enjoy breaking in through them, so I thought it might help.

The Fomorian arrived at the house around midnight. By then I’d reinforced the windows and barricaded the doors with furniture and there wasn’t much else I could think of. I’d tried reasoning with the Little Girl to get her to help, but she only huddled by the kitchen window, weeping quietly. My shotgun was loaded and I kept it close at hand while I brewed coffee. It was going to be a long night, after all.

Then Tyler and I huddled in the living room to wait, while Bryan tended to the Fairy in the bedroom.

We were alerted to the Fomorian’s approach by a single bark from the dogs. Tyler’s head snapped up and he swiveled to stare at the front of the house. I hurried over, catching up my shotgun, diverting down the hallway to glance into the bedroom to check on the fairy. Bryan had not left the fairy’s side, even after he’d finished stitching up their wounds. They were still unconscious but stirred faintly at the dog’s bark. Bryan covered their hand with his own.

I returned to the living room. Silence inside the house. We listened uneasily to the low growls of the dogs outside. Then a voice boomed through the night, rattling the windows, and I sucked in my breath in surprise.

“Camp manager,” the Fomorian rumbled. “Give me the fairy and I shall spare your companions.”

“And what will you do with me and the fairy?” I called back.

“Quick deaths. You will understand the generosity of such an offer should you refuse and I take the fairy from you by force.”

It was Tyler who answered. He was on his feet by now and he yelled back at the monstrosity with an anger I’d never heard from him.

“GO TO HELL!” he screamed. “We won’t give you the fairy and I’ll be damned before you get your hands on my sister!”

“Very well,” the Fomorian said. “I’ll kill you last.”

And the battle began. The dogs engaged immediately. I ran to the window to look, peering between the boards. The Fomorian was moving slowly. The dogs had targeted its good leg, it seemed, and it could no longer move quickly. The dogs ran circles around it, snapping at its calves and forcing it to fend them off instead of approaching the house any further. Then the Fomorian swung at one. It connected and the dog was sent flying through my fence. The dog stood, shaking itself off, stumbled, and then raced to rejoin the fray.

I took a deep breath and started to shove furniture out from in front of the door. I had to help them.

Tyler seized my arm. I tugged, but his grip was unyielding. He stared directly into my eyes.

“You’ll die,” he said.

“I can’t just sit here and do nothing,” I snarled.

“Do you have any tricks to play? Or do you just intend to go out there and hope for the best?”

I was silent. I was out of ideas. The dogs had come to my rescue so many times. How could I abandon them now?

“Wait until dawn,” Tyler urged. “The night belongs to evil things. The day belongs to us.”

I glanced back toward my bedroom, where Bryan remained with the fairy.

“They can’t keep this up all night,” I whispered desperately. “It’s, what, seven hours until dawn still?”

Tyler also looked in the direction where I was staring. His hands were clenched so tightly that his knuckles were white.

“The dogs can keep harrying him, but he’s going to keep getting closer to the house,” I continued. “They can’t drag him back without taking a hit and I don’t think they’re strong enough to survive many of those. Then what?”

Silence. Then:

“So we choose, is that it?” Tyler said softly. “You… the dogs… or the fairy.”

“No,” I said. “No, we have to find another way. I can call the Old Sheriff.”

“I already did—I told him to stay out of this. If his wife could help us she’d have been here by now.”

“Then something on the campground. Beau and the Dancers were going to help us fight—”

“But they’re not here, are they,” Bryan snapped from the end of the hallway, standing in the doorway of the bedroom. “They were going to help. Not take the Fomorian on directly. Everything on this campground is too young. It’s going to kill us all.”

His words rang out loud and clear, and any protest I had stuck in my throat.

“We need an ancient thing,” I said desperately. “Something strong enough to stop it.”

This is what we were down to. The only resources we had left to use were our lives. The dogs’. The fairy’s.

And mine.

I clenched my hands into fists, my nails biting into my palms. No. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t how my family did things. We didn’t just give up. We went out fighting. I thought of my great-aunt, stabbing the Harvester in the face with its own scalpel, fighting them to the last even as they held her down and cut her open. I thought of my father, dragging the Little Girl out to the Beast. I exhaled slowly, feeling that old, old anger suffusing my veins like the heat from a fire. The Fomorian was here to kill us all, but I would make it damn hard for it. I’d fight to the last and throw my defiance in its face even as I died.

I trembled from the intensity of my hatred. Like the world around me would shatter.

“What are you doing?” the Little Girl whispered through the window. “Stop. Kate, STOP!”

It was like there was a string, stretched tight through my chest and reaching out into the night. It vibrated with my anger, spiraling down into the darkness of an immense creature, past eyes that shone with stars, into a throat that burned with fire, burned with the heat of an unquenchable hate.

A distant roar reverberated through the air. My blood ran cold at the sound. I stared straight ahead, not really seeing anything. Like everything in me had shut down at the noise and I was simply drifting.

It was the roar of the Beast.

The Beast was coming.

It was hours from dawn, and yet, it came, answering the call of my anger. It was here, on the campground, at the peak of its power, and it was my rage that now burned inside its chest.

The ground shook as the Beast grew closer. The Fomorian shouted something, a curse in its own language, I think. And then the house rattled once more as the two clashed. I ran to the window and peered out into the darkness. I could barely make out the details, the Fomorian, obscured by its cloak, and the Beast’s body, as if cut from the night itself. I only saw their glowing eyes, the Beast’s glittering like stars and the Fomorian’s like a dying sun. The hounds blazed with light, leaving trails as they moved, snapping at the Fomorian’s heels, a luminescent dance in the darkness like fireflies.

The Beast turned its head, once, and I saw the fire deep in its throat, and I felt the heat in my own chest. I felt like I was far, far away, and I couldn’t feel my own skin. There was only my anger left.

Hours passed. In the stories they talk of how these inhuman creatures will fight until the dawn, all through the night, but it says nothing of the toll it takes on those waiting for a victor. Of the gut-wrenching anxiety and the oppressive fear, the whispering in the back of your mind as you think of what will happen if your side loses, of the death that stands close at hand, waiting for a fatal misstep. But slowly, the sounds of the battle diminished and the points of light that marked its passage receded. The Beast was dragging the Fomorian away from the house, step by step. And then at dawn, as the light broke over the trees, the battle was done. Silence descended, if only for a moment. The Little Girl cried out in terror as the Beast wearily claimed its due tribute and slunk away before the burgeoning day.

And without a word, I took my knife and walked out the front door. Tyler and Bryan followed on my heels.

The front yard was a mess of torn earth and muddied snow. Blood lay splattered about in frozen droplets. The fence was flattened.

And Bryan’s dogs…

There is a story in Irish legends about how the Irish hero Cú Chulainn got his name. He was arriving late one evening to the dun of the smith Cullan, and the gates were sealed and Cullan’s dog was on watch. This was a massive hound, fierce and proud, and protective of its master. Upon seeing Cú Chulainn, it mistook him for an intruder and set upon him. Cú Chulainn had no choice but to kill it to save his own life and he, racked with sorrow, brought its body to Cullan, who was deeply grieved to see his faithful hound dead.

Cú Chulainn declared that he would become Cullan’s hound, to make amends for what he’d done. And so he was named Cú Chulainn, the “hound of Cullan.”

The loyalty of dogs is also their tragedy. When they die, the strength of that bond takes a piece of us with them.

We found the dogs sitting at either side of the door. Their eyes were open, staring out at the field beyond. Neither was breathing. Their muscles were locked tight, their joints immobile. Still guarding the house in death, as they had throughout the long night.

My chest felt tight. I fought back sobs and reached out to touch one. Its body was as cold as ice. And when I touched it, it fell apart, breaking like glass. The pieces drifted in the quiet morning air, floating gently like snowflakes, and they changed from black to a myriad of colors. Blue. Yellow. Purple and red. Both the dogs were disintegrating now, vanishing before my eyes into a storm of color, fluttering gently in the air.

Flower petals. Their bodies drifted away on the cold morning breeze as flower petals.

Behind me, Bryan made a strangled noise. He collapsed to his knees, digging his hands into the bloodstained snow where the dogs had sat through the night. And I, as if in a daze, left him behind. I followed the flower petals as they moved across the field that separated the house from the forest. They floated along the path of the battle, strewn with pawprints and the heavy footprints of the Fomorian. I found it at the edge of the forest, kneeling in the snow. Its breathing was ragged and it stared at me with its one good eye as I approached.

“Come to kill me, then?” it snarled.

“I did.”

“With that puny knife?” It spat into the snow. “I’ll break you in two as soon as you come close.”

I hesitated. There was still time to go back and get the shotgun. Judging by the twist to the Fomorian’s good leg, it wasn’t going anywhere.

Bryan’s voice startled me. He’d come up behind me so quietly that I hadn’t noticed. He called my name and I stepped aside when I saw what he had with him, what he’d fetched from the house before following my path.

He carried the fairy’s boar spear.

I stood by silently as the Fomorian cursed at him in its own foul language. Bryan did not flinch. He did not hesitate.

He raised the spear, braced himself, and then drove it through the Fomorian’s chest. He ripped it free and the Fomorian coughed black blood; the light in its eye faded and its skin shifted in hue, as if it were being drained of color. The blood stopped flowing. Stone. It had turned to stone. I cursed under my breath. This was going to be a hassle to remove and I certainly wasn’t leaving something so morbid in full view of my campers.

Bryan stifled a sob and then he threw the spear away from him as if he found the touch of it loathsome. He quickly turned and walked away, but he wasn’t going to the house. He was heading for the parking lot and to his car.

“Where are you going?” I called after him.

“Home!” he replied, his voice tight with grief. “I’m going home.”

Bryan had never wanted to kill anything. This wasn’t the life he wanted.

He’d left the spear behind. And after a moment, Tyler picked it up and continued into the woods. There was one more thing left to do.

It took a bit of searching, as there wasn’t an obvious trail to follow, but sometime around noon we found what Tyler was looking for.

The dapple-gray stallion lay in the snow on its side, its legs torn to pieces by the dogs’ jaws. The bodies of the hounds were not present, but the handful of flower petals resting on top of the snow told me everything I needed to know. They were gone. All of them. I fought back tears as I approached the stricken horse. It weakly raised its head as I drew near, snapping at me in desperation and hate.

I could only feel regret as my brother stood over it. I’d loved the horse that had been mine as a child. Staring at my brother, I saw that he’d loved his horse too.

“I’m so sorry,” he said to the dying horse. “You were doomed by the part you had to play, weren’t you? Maybe you would have lived a normal life as a normal horse if you hadn’t been brought to our land.”

He raised the spear and brought it down over the horse’s chest. The blade easily pierced the thick hide and muscle, through the ribs, and into its heart. The dapple-gray stallion shuddered once and then it was done.





Turning of the Seasons

The fairy lay convalescing in my house for days. The Old Sheriff’s wife checked in on them periodically. Bryan did not come to visit and when I called his cell phone, he didn’t answer. I finally went to his house to see if he was okay.

“He’s gone,” Linda said when she opened the door, only wide enough to speak. I was not invited in. “He took the sealskin coat with him.”

We don’t think he’s ever coming back.

I cleaned out his employee locker. I got the master key and stood in front of it for a few minutes, staring at the interior. There were no photos. No mementos. Just some clean clothing and a bag of tennis balls for the dogs.

I went to the old church. I found where Bryan had buried the puppies all those years ago. There were flowers blooming on their graves, wildflowers, forcing their way up through the snow. Brilliant flowers of blue and purple and yellow, the kind we only see in the summer.

I guess their long watch is over. The dogs have protected that which they were summoned to this earth to guard and now they’ve passed on to wherever we go after death.

I left the tennis balls behind.

And finally, on the first day of spring, the fairy left.

I woke to find the sofa empty. Hastily, I threw on some shoes and a jacket and hurried out into the yard. The fairy stood in the field, stroking their deer’s neck. I was intensely relieved to see that the deer had survived. I guess it’d stayed out of the way after the Fomorian dropped its pursuit. The two turned to look at me as I approached.

“What now?” I asked the fairy. “Are you going to stay?”

It was hard to see them in the morning sunlight. I tried to shield my eyes with one hand, squinting against the glare from the snow.

“No, my task here is done,” they replied. “I came to your land long ago because I was following my foe. We just lost track of our purpose for a while.”

Their gaze drifted to stare at the horizon. This had never been their home. Just a place to stay for a brief time in their immortal life.

“I’m going to return home,” they continued. “I’ll try to find Bryan. Perhaps Manannán will be willing to help. I don’t know if Bryan will be able to forgive me… but I’d like to try.”

They looked tired. Their long war was over, but victory was a brief, fleeting moment and now that it was done, we were left with the aftermath. The healing and the grieving and the blame.

“You’re always welcome here,” I said.

“I will remember that. Thank you, campground manager. And good luck.”

Wearily, they pulled themself up onto their deer’s back. I offered them the boar spear. They regarded it for a moment and then turned away without taking it.

“Keep it,” they said. “You’ll need it more than I will.”

And they left. My campground feels empty now.



I visited Tyler that afternoon. I took the spear with me. He was startled when he opened the door and hastily ushered me inside. I supposed he didn’t want the neighbors to wonder why someone was carrying a big spear around on his front step.

“The fairy gave it to me,” I said, shoving it at him. “I feel it’s better off with you.”

He took it, reluctantly. He held it gingerly, the butt balanced on the floor and the shaft gripped with only his thumb and forefinger. Like he didn’t want to touch it.

“Won’t you need this?” he asked.

“I have a magical knife. And I feel like a spear would be kind of conspicuous if I’m driving around the campground with it.”

“I’ll, uh, put it in the garage.”

From the second floor of the house, I heard my niece start crying. It sounded like she was back in the nursery. Now that the dapple-gray stallion was dead, it seemed Danielle wasn’t so scared of her being abducted. The house was otherwise quiet. Danielle must not have been home. I sighed and reluctantly climbed the stairs.

Colleen—the changeling—was sitting on the chair in the room with her tiny infant legs crossed. She held a cigarette in one hand and placed it in her mouth as I entered.

Fortunately, it wasn’t lit. I wasn’t sure how I could have explained away the smell of smoke when Tyler came back in from the garage.

“The hell did you get that from?” I demanded.

“Swiped it in the grocery store. No one expects an infant to be a pickpocket.”

“The fairy left,” I said. “Bryan did too. But I guess you’re staying?”

“A deal is a deal. You’re stuck with me until I’m five years old.”

She flicked the cigarette to the floor. I hastily grabbed it and stuffed it in my jacket pocket.

“Dad said the dapple-gray stallion is dead,” she said. “He sounded relieved.”

It was a little unnerving to hear her refer to my brother as “Dad.”

“So I guess everything turned out okay,” she continued. “He’s confronted his childhood monster, brought peace to it, and saved his family. Everyone gets to be happy.”

“Except it’s a lie, isn’t it?” I muttered. “His real daughter is with the fairies under the hills.”

“Where she’s getting the best rehabilitation she could,” the changeling snapped. “Get over yourself, Kate. It wasn’t like Colleen was going to have a normal childhood anyway, not in this family.”

There was the slam of the garage door from downstairs. The changeling didn’t hesitate. She started wailing, and so when Tyler came upstairs, he found me holding his daughter, desperately trying to console her even though only I knew that it was futile, that the changeling was choosing to behave this way just to cause me problems.

Also she spit up down my back and I know it was intentional.



That night I went walking through my land. I went down into the old woods. I wasn’t grieving our losses. I wasn’t happy about our victory. I just felt… numb. Eventually, I found myself walking past a brightly lit clearing with people dancing around the light of a roaring bonfire. Beau leaned against a keg and he waved half-heartedly at me before turning his gaze back to the fire. And near the road sat the Lead Dancer, resting on a log with her legs stretched out before her.

“Seems a bit inappropriate to be having a party right now,” I commented, sitting down beside her.

“People come and go,” she replied dismissively. “Were we to mourn every life we come in contact with, we would never stop grieving.”

This is different, I thought. This wasn’t just some camper who passed through for the night. But for all her human mannerisms, the Dancer was something else, and the weight of a life felt different for her. The bonds of friendship may not even exist for her kind.

“There’s something that’s been bothering me,” I said. “The dapple-gray stallion said there’s qualifications that have to be met for becoming an ancient thing. A lot of monsters out there that want me dead, but there’s more to it than just being the one to kill me, isn’t there?”

“Most of the creatures on this land won’t be able to ascend,” she sighed. “We all want control. It isn’t even a conscious decision for some of us. We just want. But most of us, if we take the land, will lack the necessary backing to make it stick. It’s not enough to just remove you. We have to take authority over the land as well. And authority isn’t granted; it’s earned. Humans try to ignore that distinction.”

“You said most of them can’t ascend. So what can?”

She was silent for a long moment, listening to the Musicians, staring into the fire. I didn’t press her. She’d answer when she felt like it, if she answered at all.

“Of everything on this land, there were only three entities that have both the desire and the ability to wrest control from your family,” she finally said. “You already dealt with two.”

I thought about it. The Fomorian had been here to kill the fairy and continue a very old war. It wasn’t one of the two. The Lady with Extra Eyes had wanted to kill me so she could ascend, so she was one. The second was the Man with No Shadow.

But what made them different? Why could they become ancient but the stallion couldn’t?

I remembered, as if they were being whispered in my ear, the words of the master of the vanishing house. The things it asked for so that it could last. Worship. Love. And fear.

The Man with No Shadow was amassing followers so that they would worship him, unwillingly, but it was worship nonetheless. Between that and my death, he would have held sway over this land.

The Lady with Extra Eyes had had our love. That of my family and that of my campers.

I think I understand what the third contender is. The Man with No Shadow demanded worship. The Lady with Extra Eyes already had our love. The third key, the third thing that will make something last…

Is fear.

And everyone, especially me, fears the Beast.
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