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        Tread carefully through haunted dales where fairies dance…

      

      

      

      For when the Fae are about, magic and mischief run free. Wild, unpredictable, neither friend nor fiend. Fairies cross the boundaries between light and dark, taking the unwary on rides through the impossible. The deadly.

      And here, at the crossroads, in a shop, by a field, the Fae awaken terror and hope. Only the brave, or the luckless, dare tangle with these immortals. Hoping to survive the night.

      Hunt the fairies. If you dare.

      Myths, legends, and haunting tales dance through this collection of seven all new spooky contemporary fantasy stories from bestselling author Kat Simons. Don’t miss this latest in the Haunts and Howls series, including a brand new Cary Redmond novella.
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        For my mom and dad

        Who introduced me to fairytales and Irish legends.

      

      

      

      
        
        For my husband

        Who keeps me grounded.

      

      

      

      
        
        And for my boys

        Who keep me entertained.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Fairytales have been a part of my life since I was a child and they have had a profound impact on my love of fantasy fiction. The older I got, the more I enjoyed the scarier versions of those fairytales, too. Fairies in general are hard to resist, mythical beings that can take many forms, inspire love and fear in equal measure, be the epitome of evil or goodness, and can mean a lot of different things to the people who tell stories about them.

      The tales I read as a kid were mostly informed by European fairies (I’m looking at you Grimm Brothers), so those are the ones I’m most familiar with. I love all fairies and fairy stories, but I’ve had the most exposure to the European Fae. And in particular, I’ve always had a soft spot for Irish myths and legends, especially around the Fae.

      Which is going to be very obvious in this collection because most of the stories touch on or reference Irish Fae—I only realized how often I “go to” Ireland to tell a fairy story after I started putting the collection together and all but two of the stories had something to do with Ireland. Out of the seven included here, three take place in Ireland and two reference Irish mythology.

      Obviously, my subconscious loves Irish fairytales.

      Two of the stories here are also older, written years ago. One, a short piece that’s almost a prose poem, I wrote while I was living in Germany for a year, where I was soaking up a lot of Black Forest mythology. The other, I wrote while living in Ireland, when I was steeped in Irish legends and reading a lot of books—both fiction and non-fiction—about all things Irish. That wasn’t why I was in Ireland. I was there to get my Ph.D. in animal behavior. But I still spent a lot of time soaking up all the cultural legends I could.

      The two stories I wrote all those years ago aren’t things I would probably write now, at least not in the way they’re written. I’m not so immersed in the lyrical world of myths and local legends anymore, and the distance means the stories come out differently now. But the ones I wrote during that period of time still hold up, and they are a perfect fit to this collection.

      The poem that follows this introduction is also one of the very few poems I’ve ever written—well, outside of that period in my teenage years when all the angst resulted in some truly horrific poetry. I didn’t keep those, though. This poem I kept. For most of my writing life, I’ve been primarily a prose person. But this particular poem came out of me during this Irish fairytale immersion period, and it fits this collection so perfectly, I couldn’t leave it out. Plus, I really love it. I might not write poetry often (as a much less angsty adult), but the few that tumble out of my fingers tend to really stick with me.

      There are also some old friends in these pages. In fact, the very first story in the collection, The Red Fear Pipes, takes us back to Friday’s Curious Shop. This one is both a bit creepy and also very indicative of the chaos fairies are wont to cause. Because of course the mischievous and chaotic fairies find their way to Friday’s.

      The next story is one of those older stories, the prose poem. Sings the Forest is short, more like a flash fiction piece, but it packs an emotional punch.

      Following that, I have three stories in a row that are set in Ireland. The first, Black Water Hawthorns, is set on a fictionalized version of my old college campus in Dublin. The campus has changed a lot since my years there, so this is almost historical because it’s the campus as I remember it, and takes place in that time period. I can’t say more about it, though, without giving something away. But just be reassured, this did not happen to me while I was there. I promise I’m making it up. Really. Promise.

      After that, another of the older stories. This one told from a “storyteller’s” point of view and very much in the voice of Ireland of old. The Fairies and the Brier had a lot of heavy influence from all the myths I was reading back in the day, and, to me anyway, feels like something that could have shown up in a “Book of Irish Myths” collections. I made this one up, of course, but I wanted it to feel like that. Hopefully, I succeeded.

      The third of this Ireland set trilogy, and fifth story in the collection, To Dance in Fallow Fields at Midnight, takes a character I can very much relate to, a writer, and gives her all those “quaint Ireland” ideas that a lot of Americans have about the country. The romanticized version of a place and actually living in a place are two very different things, and as someone who’s lived in some interesting places, I knew this going in when I moved to Ireland. But I still met a lot of Americans who had very romantic ideas of the country. Taking those starry-eyed dreams and combining them with some spooky fairy stuff was a lot of fun. Spooky is, after all, the name of the game with a Haunts and Howls collection.

      Next up is something completely different because of course I have to have something completely different in a Haunts and Howls collection, too. The Troll and the Dressmaker sees readers into a fairytale world where the secondary characters, those ordinary people living in villages, get a story. A story that introduces a familiar “monster” and a unique one as well.

      And finally, we meet another old friend in the final novella of the collection. Cary at the Crossroads sees magical Protector Cary Redmond and her faery mentor Jaxer facing off against some pretty spooky Fae, with a twist on the tale of the beings you might meet at midnight at a crossroads. I couldn’t resist writing a story with Cary for this collection because so much of her life is influenced by the Fae, even if she sometimes forgets that part. For anyone reading the Cary Redmond urban fantasy series, this story takes place about two or three weeks before the start of The Trouble with Black Cats and Demons, the very first novel in the series, so there are a few easter eggs dropped at the very end. Bwah ha ha.

      Scary, spooky, chaotic, mischievous, fun, and lyrical, fairies provided so many opportunities for me as a storyteller. This collection definitely reveals my Irish leanings, and was a seriously fun collection to write and put together. I hope readers will enjoy these trips into the dales where fairy’s dance, and strange things slip through that thin veil between our reality and the world of the Fae.

      Thanks for reading.

      

      
        
        Kat Simons

        October 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Have you seen the fairies’ flight

        about the fires late at night?

        They dance and sing the evenings through,

        Then on they race till the moon be blue;

        And on that bright and fiery eve,

        Their wings alight with rainbow hues,

        The fairy dance at last will stop

        For a heartbeat’s length,

        and then they’re off.
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      Riley stared at her boss, Doreen Sinclair, for a long moment, wondering why the simple request to go dust the children’s toy section of the secondhand store filled her with such dread. She always dusted every part of the store. That was part of her job at Friday’s Curious Shop. Deal with customers. Help Doreen and Ian—the brother and sister who owned the store—when they needed it. Dust things.

      The dusting never seemed to take for very long, so there was always plenty of it to do.

      Something about all the clutter and chaos of tables and shelves and cases stacked tightly together and filled with everything from used tools to elegant scarves. The Queens store, with only a vague sort of organization to all that stuff, seemed to attract dust. Could be the elevated subway that ran past a few blocks away. Or the location, which was on a strange, off-the-beaten-path block not far from a bunch of storage unit businesses—not a place one would normally think a retail story, even a secondhand retail store, would choose. Somehow, they still got enough walk-ins and regular customers to stay in business.

      Riley wasn’t sure how that all worked, honestly. She helped customers from time-to-time, but a lot of her days seemed to be dusting and rearranging and eating the sandwiches Ian Sinclair often treated them all to for lunch.

      But her pay always turned up in her bank account on time every two weeks, no matter how much business the shop seemed to get. That, all on its own, had made taking this job worthwhile. She’d been just about homeless when she’d applied for the sales clerk position here, and since starting, she’d been able to not only afford to keep a roof over her head and pay her part of the rent, she now had health insurance and had been able to get a new contact lens prescription for the first time in two years.

      Friday’s Curious Shop might be a little strange, but this place had saved her from living on the streets. Probably saved her life. This job was worth everything to her. Even if a lot of her time was spent rearranging displays, folding shirts, straightening magazines, attempting to stack mismatched kitchen wares, or moving and removing stacks of maybe-valuable paintings. And dusting. Lots of dusting. Which, every so often, meant dusting the toy section.

      But today, for reasons she couldn’t entirely place, dusting the toy section filled her with near panic. She did not want to go into that part of the story.

      So weird.

      “You okay?” Doreen asked, looking up from the catalogue she was reviewing, pushing her large, electric blue-framed glasses up her nose.

      Doreen had a great collection of glasses and seemed to be wearing a new pair every few weeks. She was perched behind the raised wooden register counter, a common place for her to spend quiet moments, going through a catalogue of collectible glassware. Her curly red hair was pulled back today in a low ponytail, and she wore a deep purple sweater over black trousers. Unlike her brother’s more flamboyant dress sense, Doreen leaned toward more conservative looks, but usually with one interesting pattern or one element of softness in her clothing. Today, that was the cashmere sweater that looked fuzzy and cozy.

      “Fine,” Riley said, trying to force a smile. “My allergies are acting up today. Dusting sounds painful.”

      Doreen nodded and sighed. “I understand. I keep hoping Ian will invent something that keeps this place permanently dusted.” She gave Riley a considering look, her brown eyes huge behind her thick lenses, her light makeup accenting her freckles rather than hiding them. “You want to give dusting a miss today? Not like the dust won’t be there tomorrow.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ll take care of it.” The Sinclairs were so good to her, Riley hated not doing anything they asked her to do around the shop. It felt disloyal. “I’ll just hold my breath,” she joked.

      “Don’t do that. If you pass out, it might take us a week to find you!” Doreen smiled as she joked, but there was an edge of concern under the joke that surprised Riley.

      “Okay,” she said. “No breath-holding. Just an extra allergy pill at lunch.” She grabbed the duster handle from behind the counter and slid on a fresh puff that would hopefully catch more of the dust and dirt than it sent scattering. Then headed into the toy section, steeling her spine. She’d dusted there before. There was no reason to feel nervous.

      Still, as she neared the case of musical jewelry boxes, the top one opened to reveal a ballerina, frozen en pointe, Riley paused, her pulse racing. She pressed a hand to her chest to try and convince her heartbeat there was no reason to be so nervous.

      She stared at the glass case, at the music boxes.

      Some were old and looked pretty beat up. She wasn’t even sure why they were kept in a case. Chipped paint, worn wood, the musical element missing or broken. But some of them were really beautiful.

      There was one with a green pearlescent inlay, with swirls of gold inside the green giving the box a shimmer. And the blue painted wooden box that looked like a miniature wardrobe from Versailles, complete with gold leaf details. There was the dark blue Wedgewood box that Riley was certain was worth a small fortune, though the price tag said fifty bucks. And the cut crystal box with the musical element visible through the rainbow prism of light that reflected on all the decorative angles.

      The sheer hodge podge of boxes was astounding. And there was no rhyme or reason to their organization in the case. The beautiful ones were shelved next to the worn ones, the antique next to the modern mass-produced.

      Her favorite box in the case was probably the simple dark wood box with an inlaid cut of lighter wood formed into a tree on the lid. There were lines of green running through the wood that looked a little like gemstones. And when the box caught the light just right, it almost looked like it was glowing.

      She’d never seen the inside of the box. It had always remained inside the case and no one had asked to see it. She couldn’t even remember when the Sinclairs had added it to the collection. It hadn’t been there in her first few weeks at Friday’s. But she’d admired it after it had appeared.

      How long had it been there now? She couldn’t remember. There was always so much that came in and went out of the store. Given how few customers came in, she was always surprised by the regular changes in stock. She suspected Ian and Doreen moved items from the back out front and from the front to the back regularly, to make it look like things were changing more than they actually were.

      She took her duster to the glass on the music box case, hesitant to move deeper into the toy section. Most of the toys were just used, modern things with missing pieces and well-worn edges. The sort of things you’d find at a charity shop. Sometimes there was a valuable piece, an original China doll, a board game that was out of print, a collection of marbles with actual valuable marbles inside. But mostly, it was just junk as far as Riley could tell.

      The doll collection had always made her nervous. All those eyes watching her as she dusted.

      But she’d never had this visceral a need to remain outside that part of the store. It wasn’t just her allergies. Something in the shadows was giving her the creeps. Something that wasn’t the dolls was…

      Watching her.

      The sense of being watched made her shiver.

      She focused on the music boxes, on her favorite box, and tried not to notice the crawl of dread along her spine, the shiver of fear over her shoulders, the way the hair on the back of her neck prickled and raised.

      No. Everything was fine. Just the usual low-level weirdness of dead dolls’ eyes staring at her. Everyone thought that was freaky. Honestly, she didn’t know what little kids saw in dolls. There wasn’t one she’d ever seen that didn’t feel mildly sinister.

      But the sense of dread and fear wasn’t coming from the pile of dolls. It was coming from darker shadows near a collection of toy instruments.

      She’d never been bothered by the toy instruments before. The battery-operated, blue plastic microphone didn’t really work anymore but it was cute. The plastic drum set would be some poor parent’s bane one day. The little triangles, the wooden recorders her grandmother had claimed were a rite of passage at school in her day, the ukulele that looked more authentic than some of the other things.

      She remained by the music box case, but frowned as she realized there was a new instrument among the other toys. A little multi-piped flute thing. She wasn’t sure what they were called, but they reminded her of the instrument Pan was shown playing in old paintings. Like an old-fashioned harmonica or something.

      Riley edged closer. That flute thing hadn’t been there a few days ago, had it? If she’d seen it before, she’d have taken the time to learn what it was called, or asked Doreen or Ian about it. Probably just called pipes, she thought with an inward groan.

      It actually looked well-made and authentic. Not a worn plastic toy. It was made of small, hollow wooden cylinders held together by a strip of metal that had an elegant design of Celtic knots and swirls. In the middle of the design work, she swore she saw small creatures, though she was too far away to see what kind of animal those smaller images might be. And if she turned her head just right, the metal band around the pipes seemed to shimmer with a sort of purplish-blue light. Really more purple than blue.

      Very pretty actually.

      She absently brushed her duster over the glass case, but turned her full attention to the pipes.

      She could almost hear music.
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      Riley listened to the noise coming from the pipes curiously. It really did sound like music. Likely it was just the air moving through the store blowing through the pipes, creating sound. But the sound was surprisingly melodious given it had to be a fluke of random air currents.

      She edged closer to the pipes as she dusted a pile of board games stacked on a table near the music box display case. The pipes’ music seemed even more like music now, but a discordant music. Something just a little off about it, yet it was a definite tune.

      So strange.

      The sound grated against her ears, though. Made her edgy and irritated. Like someone was poking her in the ears with tiny fire sticks. She wasn’t going to be able to stay in the area dusting with that noise.

      She reached for the flute thing to move it somewhere the air currents wouldn’t get to it, or maybe tuck it under a pile of stuffed animals or something, but she hesitated with her hand in the air, just above it. And shivered.

      The feeling reminded her of when she had to lift a garbage lid in her building’s basement to throw stuff away and she just knew on an instinctive level that there would be a cockroach somewhere on that lid, and the fucker would jump out and run right past her hand the minute she touched the lid. This moment felt like that. Like the moment she touched the pipes, something would skitter across her hand like a cockroach.

      Fisting her hand in the air once, she released her hesitance with an irritated snort. She had never once seen a cockroach in this store—which was a little surprising now that she thought about it—or a mouse for that matter. And it was just a child’s toy. It wasn’t going to jump up and bite her.

      She snatched at the pipes.

      And to her utter astonishment, the pipes leapt away.

      Riley stared wide-eyed at the wooden instrument laying a few feet from where it had previously been, still issuing that irritating music, that discordant sound of air through the little round wooden tubes. The decorative metal strap that lashed the cylinders together flared with that strange purple color. Or so Riley thought as she stared. But that could have just been a trick of the light.

      The fact that the pipes had moved on its own was not a trick of the light.

      It had to be a trick, though, right? Maybe a jumping cockroach? The water bugs could be huge. Maybe big enough to carry a wooden set of pipes on their back and move it on accident?

      Or maybe it was something larger, like a mouse, and it had somehow gotten the pipes attached to its back?

      She shivered. She wasn’t mad about mice. And she loathed cockroaches.

      But they were the only logical explanation, so it had to be one of them. Did she try to pick up the pipes again or did she go get Ian like a proper wuss?

      She was leaning toward Ian. In fact, an instinct was pushing her to go get one of the siblings. To not do this on her own. But do what exactly? She wasn’t sure. Picking up a set of flying pipes shouldn’t feel this complicated. But also, pipes shouldn’t fly. So she felt justified in her low level terror.

      She knew coming to this area to dust today was a mistake. Knew it.

      Though, honestly, she still wasn’t sure why it was a mistake.

      The pipes’ discordant music hit her nerves again, like tiny spikes, and she came close to holding her hands over her ears to block the sound. That felt childish but also she was in the toy section so also appropriate.

      The pipes moved again and Riley jumped, dropping the nearly forgotten duster in her hand.

      That wasn’t an air current. There were no air currents in this place that would move something as substantial as the pipes like that.

      Riley’s mind skittered up to a vague memory of the storage room behind the store, a space that always seemed so much bigger than it could possibly be. She didn’t go back there alone. In fact, she rarely went back there ever. Maybe…two or three times in all the months she’d worked at Friday’s. She thought anyway. She only had a sort of vague image of the back room that she could pull from her memory. So obviously, she hadn’t been back there very much if she could barely remember what it looked like.

      None of which had anything to do with the jumping pipes, except for maybe the fact that she thought Ian might be in the storage room. He hadn’t gone out for lunch yet. He wasn’t at the desk with Doreen, and he rarely—almost never—went into the office to one side of the register desk. That was Doreen’s domain.

      Riley was pretty sure she’d seen Ian that morning when she came in to work. She didn’t think he was off on one of his trips to get more stuff for the store. She felt like she’d remember that. But if he wasn’t poking around the main floor with one of his drones, or at the back desk or office, there was nowhere else for him to be but the storage room behind the registration desk.

      Where she wasn’t going to go without Doreen. So getting Doreen would be best.

      She didn’t want to look away from the pipes, though, so she backed away, moving slowly so she didn’t upend a table or display case and accidently startled whatever was under those pipes into moving. She was certain if the pipes jumped again, she’d scream. And if it was just a cockroach or mouse, or—worse!—a rat, she’d be a little embarrassed that she’d screamed. Not enough to stand her ground against a New York rat. She’d be standing on the register counter so fast, Doreen would think she materialized there.

      She had reached the glass case with the music boxes when a whispered sound stopped her retreat.

      “Riley…”

      So quietly, she could barely hear it. So quiet, she was sure she was hearing it wrong. The noise seemed to be coming from the pipes, and so it had to be a trick of the air moving through the musical instrument.

      Another whispered, “Riley…”

      Yeah, no, she was getting Ian. Now. She had no idea what was happening with those pipes, but the fact that they were now making a noise that sounded like her name was a last straw.

      She turned to run to the rear of the store.

      And ran smack into a solid wall of muscle.
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      Riley sputtered and jumped back, thinking she’d run into her bear of a boss. Apologies sprang to her lips and heat crawled up her neck. Ian was a big man who moved entirely too quietly through the store. Where Riley had to worry about bumping into things, Ian somehow managed to navigate this place like he wasn’t a bull in a China shop.

      But when she looked up, she realized she wasn’t looking at Ian. That the wall of muscle belonged to a stranger. A man who was roughly the size of Ian in width but wasn’t actually quite as tall. He was extremely handsome, though. That sort of unreal, soap opera star handsome that wasn’t supposed to exist in real life. Dark hair, green eyes, chiseled jaw. All the symmetry in face and body.

      Riley suppressed a shiver. Not a happy sexy shiver, though. The man instantly set her on edge and made her nervous.

      This was not the first time she’d encountered a customer who made her nervous, but this was probably the first time a male model had walked into Friday’s and set Riley’s teeth on edge.

      To be fair, a male model had never walked into Friday’s since she’d been working there. But still.

      She forced a smile, which the man returned politely, but with some restraint. “Sorry about that,” she said. “May I help you with something?”

      The man’s gaze jumped between her and the pipes, then back to her. “Just looking around. Thanks.”

      She nodded, still so embarrassed about bumping into him that it took her another beat to remember she hadn’t heard the bell over the door that announced when a customer entered the shop. Probably just missed the sound over the weird music coming from the pipes. Which…

      Were silent now.

      She glanced back at instrument. It was still where it had last leapt, nestled in a pile of stuffed animals. But whatever air current had started it making noise had shifted because the pipes were now silent. She wasn’t hearing that eerie sound like someone saying her name anymore either.

      Maybe all that had just been her imagination.

      Though, the pipes had definitely moved. A couple of times. There had to be some sort of vermin around here that had made it move. Which meant she’d better go warn Doreen and Ian.

      To the customer, she said, “If you need any help, just let us know.”

      “Us?”

      “My bosses are around here somewhere,” she said, forcing a smile she hoped came off professionally. Hard to say for sure. Her face felt stiff and her skin hot and itchy. She was sure that was just the embarrassment.

      “Thank you,” the man said, his gaze moving back to the pipes. Dismissing her.

      She took the excuse, and the dismissal, to hurry away. Happy to put some distance between herself and the pipes anyway. She picked up her dropped duster
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