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In the year 1735, deep in the vast Pine Barrens of New Jersey which covers almost one-fifth of the state, a legend was born. The 13th child of Mrs. Leeds is rumored to fly through the night on bat wings, the body of a kangaroo, disfigured head, claws, and a forked tail. The frightening story, that to this day, keeps tourists and locals wary of traveling through the woods once the sun goes down.  For well over a century, police, government officials, and cryptid fans have reported sightings in the area as the creature has allegedly destroyed crops, attacked livestock and pets, and scared people throughout the Barrens. Several stories have emerged, each imagining a different origin for the creature, each more fantastic than the previous one, keeping eyes turned to the moonlit sky for centuries.

What if the legends are true? What if the actual story is a blend of fact and fiction, if a boy who is fascinated by cryptids moves to the heart of the legend itself and discovers that the truth is something far stranger—and more dangerous—than anything ever written in books?


1

The boy ran through the woods, the thing in the trees above chasing him like an eagle hunting a terrified rabbit. The moon shone through the New Jersey sky, peeking through sheets of clouds, yet not enough to scare away the shadows thrown through the pines.

Dominic’s heart pounded, his legs becoming numb from the last half mile. His grandmother’s house stood off in the distance. He only needed to reach it and he would be safe. His lungs burned as he pushed himself harder, his breaths too shallow. The thing that flew above him had other plans, though. The sound it made, the flapping, the screeching that registered both in high treble and thunderous bass tones, shook him. Yet fear pushed him forward.

There it was. Her house. Run. Faster.

Don’t think about what’s chasing you.

But he could think only of that. Even though he hadn’t seen it, he imagined the worst. What could fly and sound so big? Would it have sharp talons that lifted him into the night? How much would it hurt?

Run. Faster!

He anticipated the pain of the thing above him grabbing hold of his shoulders or back as it breathed down his neck. The sounds it spat into the darkness sent chills throughout his body.

The flapping intensified behind him, above him. The thing howled again, hungry.

Focus!

He pumped his legs faster and sprinted out from underneath the trees, pushing through the final few yards to the sliding doors in the back yard. Those would be unlocked. When he snuck out earlier, he made sure to leave himself entry without getting caught.

Instead, he skidded across the white rocks and sand that covered the yard—and slammed into the glass door. The flapping became thunder above him. His fingers wrapped around the handle and pulled hard. When it opened, he tumbled into the house and scrambled on his back across the kitchen.

Leaving the door wide open. No!

He dove forward, hoping to get hold of it before what chased him wrenched it open and invaded the house.

A hand reached out and grabbed the edge, sliding the clear door shut. The howl cut off instantly.

“I told you not to go out there at night,” his grandmother said, her hands on her hips as if preparing to fight something. “Things out there don’t follow directions, either. Now go to bed, you have school tomorrow.”

“But…”

“You’ll learn that life by the Barrens is far different from what you had upstate.”

His grandmother’s words rang as the understatement of his life.


2

Just a day before, twelve-year-old Dominic Riley had experienced a bittersweet day. His parents drove their packed-up car to Six Flags Great Adventure. Not once did he check his phone or think about the upcoming Jets game.

“We’ll have fun today,” his mom had said. “And soon, we’ll all be together again.”

Sure, Mom. Where? When?

“If you say so,” he replied, staring out the window into the vast parking lot. Beyond the trees and fences would be exciting rollercoasters and other rides that would cause his heart to jump out of his chest. He lived for the excitement and thrills of life any way he could get it. However, on that heavy day, his heart just wasn’t in it.

“Listen,” his dad added. “I know this isn’t ideal, but you get to live near the ocean. We’ll see it later. You know, I grew up there and it’s anything but boring.”

Sure, Dad. That’s why you bolted from grandma’s house the moment you graduated high school and took a job up north. “It’s just… the house. It’s small. We can’t all fit.”

His parents shared a look. “As soon as I get a job down here, which hopefully, I mean, shouldn’t be long, we’ll look at renting something for the three of us. Mom will get lucky, too.”

“I will,” she said. “I’ve already got some hits on my resume. And your dad—who wants to teach math? Only he does! One of the high schools down here will snap him up ASAP. Everyone’s struggling now.”

Yeah, no duh. Dad’s school cut their budget so much that he couldn’t afford to work there anymore and didn’t give him a chance. They replaced him with online courses. “They’ll ask me back,” he had said, knowing kids needed a person to teach them, not a computer.

“Besides,” Dad said. “So many people are moving down the Shore. The schools are getting bigger. It’ll happen.” He held up crossed fingers.

“But when? Can’t you find something up by our house?” But it wouldn’t be their house for much longer. Without solid jobs, and Mom’s company shutting down, they had to do something.

Both sighed. “Dom, you know this isn’t what we wanted, either. But look on the bright side. You get to start over. A new school.”

Meaning, nobody knew him there. That could be a good thing. His troubles would be left in Parsippany. It could be that this move wasn’t a hundred percent terrible. “There are new schools up north, too.” He just couldn’t give it up. Didn’t they know that starting over, new friends, new school, new everything—was so rough?

“Sorry, buddy. By next year, we’ll come back. Until then, think of it as an adventure. There are tons of that down there.” He noticed his dad staring ahead, his smile already faded.
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The three of them did have a great time. Mom’s company had given everyone season passes to the theme park in the spring and this might be the last time they could go as a family for quite a while. Dom knew money would be tight for a long time.

He rode every coaster, no matter how fast or wild. Nothing was too crazy for him—the thrill of the ride made him feel alive. He loved reading up on weird things, scary things, and he often got himself into messes outside of books by trying them. The fights hadn’t been his fault. He couldn’t stand bullies and even though he wasn’t tall, or muscular, or could fight, he stood up for his friends and himself. He reminded himself of one of his favorite quotes about the worst monsters being human.

A new start. It would work. It had to—life didn’t give him another option.

Yet as they drove from the fun escape, reality had hammered into him, leaving behind a sad mood that lingered within him. Somehow, he knew that life would never be the same again. His nervousness grew. Who would be his friends? Would life be as awful as he imagined? Dom squeezed into the corner of the car against a lifetime of belongings as the shadow of uncertainty loomed over him.

“Ever drove through the Pine Barrens before?” His dad liked many of the same weird, cool things he liked. “Lots of weird stuff in there.”

Dominic’s interest perked up as the car turned off the Turnpike and onto the road that would take them through the thick, dark woods that would deliver them to his grandmother’s house in Forked River, New Jersey. “You talking cryptids again, Dad?” Both of them loved reading up on the weird creatures that lived around the world. Some were probably real, like the Loch Ness Monster, even if it was just a strange fish, while others, such as Bigfoot, might not be more than people trying to make money. Yet still, too many stories across the world about unexplained beings couldn’t all be fake, could they? His parents fed his love and bought him tons of used books from Bill’s Know Knew Books back in town. Dom didn’t care much about a ton of videogames or the coolest sneakers. He just wanted to investigate the oddness that was planet Earth.

Even his mom got into it sometimes, sharing horror movies on Saturday nights. “You know, I once read a book on the creature who supposedly lives in here.”

“Mom,” he said, pretending not to sound excited. “The Jersey Devil isn’t real.”

She turned to him and wiggled two fingers in a funny horn sign above her head. “You never know. Head of a goat. Hooves. Body of a kangaroo? Or something? Bat wings? Horns? Forked tail?”

“Like that’s possible,” he replied, but his brain churned. He loved everything cryptid and weird. And ghostly. And unexplained. “Dad, you grew up there. Ever see one?”

He almost didn’t notice his dad’s hands tighten on the wheel. “I had plenty of odd experiences when I was growing up down there,” he said, looking at Dominic in the rearview mirror. Why did his dad leave the Shore for the northern part of the state? Especially if the music scene was so cool and both parents enjoyed the beach. It didn’t make sense to him.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Dom replied.

“But remember how you didn’t believe in the beasts of Clifton Road, either? Then we saw them? Or the haunted asylum at Greystone?” His dad loved to spin scary stories.

Dominic often begged his parents to drive them through the haunted road where wild animals still lived from when a safari park closed and allegedly let tigers, lions, and other dangerous creatures into the forests of northern Jersey. Sometimes, he and Dad drove through that area, hoping to catch a glimpse of red eyes from an animal that grew into a mutant, or watch the clock stop in the area where people’s cars turned off without reason.

“Dad, those could’ve been just bear or deer.” Yet he thought otherwise when he wrote about them and watched every YouTube video.

“But… it COULD be something.”

The drive took about an hour, through several tiny towns that appeared ancient. Each one looked cool to him, with their general stores and farmers’ stands, garages, and more. People watched them roll by. Some waved. Others just stared. Throughout it all, the sun could barely crack through the towering pines. Even though they had nothing on the massive oaks and maples from his hometown, these looked creepier, like skeletal arms and torsos growing out of the brown, flat ground.

“Do many people live here?”

Dad hesitated before answering. “Yep. Many families. Some people often call them Pineys, which isn’t the nicest name but honestly, they’re just close-knit and likely have been here for ages, probably since colonial time. Remember, some immigrants founded areas of this country and haven’t moved much in centuries. They’re good people. Mostly, they just want to be left alone.”

“Except for the stories and the movies and books,” his mom said. “It’s a big tourist draw to think the Jersey Devil is real.” Her eyes lit up. The woman loved the weirdness almost as much as he did.

Of course. Even the state’s hockey team took the creature as their mascot. Dom loved going to their games when they got free tickets. Now, he would be far from any sports team. They couldn’t ever go to many, but when his mom’s boss received tickets from clients, he often handed them out to the office staff. She made sure Dominic enjoyed as much football as possible.

“What does Gran think about all of it? She’s been here forever, even her parents before her.”

Another pause. “I don’t think we should bring it up much around her,” Dad replied. “She doesn’t care for the weirdness like we do. You might be able to sway her into going on a ghost tour, though. She’s still a rocker. Ask her to take you to a concert or ten. All the big bands visit the Shore. Most don’t charge a first-born child to get into their shows like they do up in New York City.”

“What about a thirteenth-born?” Mom always had to add onto the jokes.
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“This place IS too small for all of us.”

The Cape Cod home at the end of Baker Street looked even smaller to him than when they last visited. They all liked his grandmother, so when she invited Dom to live there while his parents figured out their next move, they jumped at the chance. Well, his parents did. His dad’s mother wanted all four of them to live together, even the cat.

“Dom,” Mom replied. “Your dad grew up here with both Grandma and Grandpa. Three people. We’re only one more.”

“But it’s one more bedroom now. That’s her spare room. It’s for her junk. I’d have to move there if you guys come.”

“We’ll figure it out. I promise. We’ll make it work.”

As they opened the trunk and gathered everything Dominic had ever owned, Gran jumped from the front door and hugged everyone. “Welcome home!”

“Don’t worry. This will only be temporary until we get those amazing jobs. Right, Jack?” His mom always tried to reach for the positive.

Dom thought it weird that his mom only called his father Jack when she wanted him to do something.

“Sure, Mom,” his dad said. “I’m trying. Hopefully, by Christmas, we’ll all be settled and smiling.”

She looked at him with her famous side-eye. “You know, it could be like old times. Didn’t you also used to be a repairman before Dominic came along, Jack?” She air-quoted the word “repairman.” “All those people you helped.”

He flinched a little. “Those days are over, Mom. Not since the job in Central Park went wrong.”

The woman waved him over. “A little sinkhole never caused the end of the world. It’s because of you fixing problems that your son stands up for himself.”

“Wait, what?” Dom had no idea. “Dad, you were a rebel? Not just a math teacher?”

“Okay, let’s unpack. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us.”

Gran whispered in his ear. “Just ask your cousin Paul if you want to know more. I’m sure some of that adventurer blood is flowing through you now.”
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The following day, his parents drove back to what would soon become Dom’s former home. Tons of hugs and tears passed around, so Dominic was surprised that his grandmother suggested going to Seaside Heights.

“I don’t know, Gran,” he said. “I just want to chill. Tomorrow’s the first day of school.”

“Pfft. Get in the car. I know you haven’t been on the boardwalk since last year. We need a little fun.”

She was right, he thought after walking back and forth on the famous boardwalk stretch where kids of all ages were enjoying their last free weekend before school starting. She gave him money for games to play for hours. The long stretch of fun had wheels where people plunked down quarters for prizes, water gun races to blow up balloons, sports challenges, and more. He always loved the old-style games that didn’t even have electronics. It made him feel like he stepped into a time machine. Afterward, they had pizza for dinner, the slices that were almost bigger than his head. Everything seemed like it might be okay. Just maybe.

As they walked to the far end, a group of people stood against the railing, talking, and looking out at the ocean. Most of them appeared to be older teens, possibly a few years beyond that, and dressed in concert t-shirts and jeans. Dom wondered if they went to Forked River High.

His grandmother slowed her walk and grabbed his wrist. “Okay, maybe we should get back.” Her voice had lost its pleasant tone.

Dom felt confused. “Who are they?”

“Nobody,” she replied. “People you shouldn’t be hanging with. If you see them around
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