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For Hunter,
 my coauthor in life
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CHAPTER 1
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Clare was dead.

But he was also very much alive.

Undead was the term some folks used—and by folks, I mean the smudgy-faced children who crowded the edge of Deadwood Forest, throwing rocks and sticks at the shadows, chanting:


When winds blow

Through Deadwood east

The undead monster waits to feast

On little bones

And braids

And toes.

But don’t you scream

Or its hunger grows!



Then, of course, they all screamed—a horrific sound that sent chills down Clare’s furry spine. He’d never once eaten a braid, whatever that was. He had, admittedly, eaten a few toes back when he’d been alive, but he was a fox, for heaven’s sake. It hardly seemed fair to accuse him of being a ravenous monster.

The screaming children were an irritation at best, a nuisance at worst. Especially on nights when Clare had work to attend to—important, crucial, life or death (mostly death) saving work.

Thankfully, the children came around only once a year (on All Hallows’ Eve), for Clare worked best in silence. And Deadwood Forest was nothing if not that—so quiet, in fact, that it starred in its own gruesome song:


Hold your breath

And you can hear

The wretched silence

Drawing near.

In Deadwood Forest

Nothing grows,

Nothing breathes,

Or sings or crows.



Yes, it was true. Deadwood was very quiet, which followed reason: Clare was the only (kind of) living thing beneath its canopy. No birds sang in the trees, no frogs droned in the ponds. In contrast, Fernlight Forest, across the road, was bursting with life, merry with birdsong and the crunch of paws in the underbrush.

Deadwood’s abrupt silence felt, to some, like a terrible omen.

It felt, to Clare, like a peace he’d found only in death.

Er—undeath.

You get the idea.

I will not lie to you and say it did not bother Clare, being called a monster. He cringed and quietly begged the children to stop, stuffed moss in his one good ear and went to bed early on that dreadful night.

For, screaming children aside, All Hallows’ Eve was already a most unsettling time. Summoned by the humans’ celebration, the Afterlife surged and swelled, straining the seam between the living and the dead. Some years, the four realms blazed so fervently, even a stray mortal eye glimpsed the glowing beyond.

Now, you might have caught that Clare had only one good ear, fortunately spared from the accident that killed him. From that same accident, he was left with a single good eye. The other was a fickle thing, popping out at the most inconvenient times, rolling across the forest floor and picking up debris. He’d eventually given up and stowed it in a walnut shell beneath his bed. But soon after, he’d seen his reflection in a glassy pond, his left eye socket gaping grotesquely above his snarled whiskers.

He’d made a trip to Deadwood Dump that night. As he’d scavenged, Clare had reverted to walking on all fours, for at certain times, it made sense to keep his nose close to the ground. And that’s when he’d found it: a monocle. A little bent, a little clouded. A thin brass chain dangling from the wire.

He’d placed the monocle on the tufted fur beneath his socket, then peered into the pond’s reflection. To his delight, the foggy glass had done well to cover his eye hollow. He’d even gone so far as to say it made him look… respectable.

Dashing.

Thus it went that, from then on, our undead hero donned a monocle. Soon after, he’d also adopted a cloak to cover his patchy fur, a hooded garment made of crushed velvet the color of beetroot.

So do you see why it pained him to be called a monster? He was nothing of the sort. In fact, his work made him something of an angel.

But we will get to that later. And I think you will find it is the most interesting, fascinating, breathtaking—

Ahem.

What’s that?

Who am I, you ask?

I am the narrator. The bard. The teller of this tale. I’m very good at what I do, and in time, you’ll forget I even exist.

Everyone else has, anyway.

But back to our story. I sense that the talk of missing eyeballs has you feeling a little squeamish. And I regret to inform you that it does get worse before it gets better. We have to go with Clare to a dark place—a very dark place indeed—a place where few foxes and only a handful of elk and absolutely no badgers have ever gone before.

And that, dear reader, is a story I fear you are not yet ready to hear.

… Or are you?







“Indeed, faithful bard, I am not ready.”

My suspicions were right, then. I also suspect that you are of… shall we say… a well-seasoned age? Grown humans try so hard to shield themselves from the unpleasantries of life. But I do not fault you. One cannot always be so bold and curious as a child. Do what you must and close this book. Curl up on your couch with an overripe banana and forget you ever heard mention of this tale.







“Wait, bard! I am ready!”

Ah. I am happy I misjudged you, bold reader. Go on, then—

Turn the page.
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CHAPTER 2
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Nearing the eleven o’clock hour, when the waxy moon loomed high above the creaking canopy of Deadwood, Clare was awakened by a knock.

A quiet knock.

A knock that seemed wholly unsure why it was knocking.

A knock, Clare knew, that would not stay long if he did not move quickly. He dove into action with the precision of a fox who’d done this a thousand times before: quilt thrown to the foot of his bed, monocle snatched from the nightstand, cloak whisked off the hook and pulled low over his mangled ear.

Outside the bedroom, Clare plucked a sharp-edged stone from beside the fireplace. He struck the stone against the rim of his monocle, raining sparks over the hearth kindling—once, twice, three times, until the sparks nestled into the tinder and began to grow into flames.

Clare hooked a teakettle over the rising fire and placed his monocle over his eye socket. Drawing a breath through his narrow snout, he opened the door.

Before him stood a bear.

Or rather, the shimmering apparition of a bear. Through its sheer, fat torso, Clare could see the forest beyond—the weedy tangle of ground cover, the moonlight falling in jagged shafts through the trees. In Deadwood, the leaves grew in a perpetual state of fall: crisp and colorful and lazily slumping toward the forest floor.

Like Clare, the forest was not quite dead but not quite alive.

“Well, hello,” Clare said, his voice warm in an attempt to make up for… well, the rest of him. Most creatures recoiled at the sight of an animal dressed in human clothes. But it was all Clare could do to hide his patchy fur, his ear shriveled up like a dried mushroom, his missing left eye.

When he’d agreed to be an undead Usher, Brickbane had failed to mention that he’d look eternally repulsive.

And although Clare loved to smile (and laugh, but when was the last time he’d done that?), his wide, pointy grin had nearly scared off one too many visitors. He looked up at the husky bear spirit with his kindest closed-lipped expression.

The bear shifted. “I—I seem to be…”

“Lost?” Clare offered.

“Yes. That’s it.” The bear squinted, as if he’d stumbled upon some place he was not meant to be. And in all fairness, he had. “Where am I?”

Clare ignored the question for now. “I have good news, Mr. Bear, you—”

“Frabwick.”

“What?”

“My name is Frabwick.”

“Ah.” Although Clare had not asked for a name—he made a habit of never getting too well acquainted with passing spirits—this, for once, came as a help. You see, Frabwick was the most common name in the history of bears, which meant this visitor had come from a long, proud line. Which also meant he was probably headed for the same afterworld as nearly every other bear: Peace.

Still, Clare had yet to feel the watery blue realm tugging at this wandering soul, and he liked to keep an open mind (except when it came to badgers).

“The good news, Mr. Frabwick, is you’re not lost, and soon, you’ll no longer be confused. Come in and I’ll explain.”

Frabwick hesitated on the threshold, peering inside skeptically.

Clare filled two copper teacups and called behind himself, “Would you like fresh tree sap in your tea?”

Luring visitors inside with refreshment was a little trick Clare had learned from Brickbane, who’d learned it from Po, who’d learned it from Eddifoot, who’d learned it from the Usher before him, and so on. You see, wandering souls were always (figuratively) dying for something to drink. It wasn’t real thirst, of course. But the sensation they were feeling—that chafing, persistent yearning for something to soothe their weary soul—was often confused with dehydration.

The bear stepped into Clare’s warm cottage. “I am rather thirsty…”

“Sit,” Clare said, gesturing to the largest seat at the table. The chairs—four of them, in all—were of varying sizes, designed to accommodate whatever animal came through his door.

Inexplicably, Frabwick ignored Clare and chose the medium-sized chair—the one made of ratty fleece and spindly wood. The bear’s furry haunches spilled over the sides. He looked as though he’d just been about to hibernate, his body plump with food storage, and the chair groaned nervously beneath him.

Clare dropped a dish towel and then, using his foot, scooted it beneath Frabwick. He set both teacups on the table and took his chair on the opposite side.

Clasping his little black paws, his one good eye glowing brightly from beneath the shadow of his cloak, Clare said, “Mr. Frabwick, I’ll just be out with it. You’re dead.”

A single heartbeat passed. (Against all reason, Clare’s heart still beat in his chest. Working out of habit, one presumes.)

Frabwick scowled. “Impossible.”

“It’s true. I can see right through you. Literally.”

Frabwick held up a translucent paw, wriggling his claws. “What is this? A dream? A trick?” His voice lowered to a growl. “Have you poisoned me?”

For the first time, Clare noticed the scars hatching Frabwick’s face and shoulders. Apparently, the bear had experienced a tough mortality.

But now all that was over.

The poor creature could finally rest.

Clare took a long sip of tea. Every wandering soul reacted differently. Some froze. Some sobbed. A few, like Frabwick, turned defensive. Clare didn’t take it personally. Death was welcomed by very few. “How could I poison you when you have yet to take a swallow of tea? When you can’t take a swallow of tea? Go on, then. Try.”

Frabwick drummed his claws on the table. Then, perhaps realizing he had nothing to lose, he snatched the cup and glugged it down. The tea went straight through him and splashed to the floor, soaking the towel Clare had set there.

Frabwick’s copper cup clattered to the table. “But how? How is this possible?”

“Think about your life,” Clare said. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I was fighting another bear.”

“Alas.”

Frabwick’s giant fist pounded the table, making Clare jump. “She must have won.”

Clare’s trained expression faltered. He always assumed the best of all souls (except when it came to badgers), but in Frabwick’s eyes now, there was an unquenchable rage.

Clare felt it then. The soft tug of an Afterlife realm—as gentle as a strand of spiderweb clinging to passing fur.

But as a rule, Clare never sent a wandering spirit to this particular realm unless he was absolutely, positively, most certainly certain. He adjusted his monocle. “And what was this skirmish all about?”

Frabwick’s wet mouth twisted into a smile. “I told her if she passed through my territory again, I’d eat her cubs for lunch.” He leaned forward, the too-small chair groaning beneath his weight. “And I am an animal of my word.”

The gentle tugging became a sharp, southerly yank.

Clare did not flinch. He did not break his one good eye away from the bear’s black gaze. Admittedly, he’d not seen this coming (bears were usually gentle creatures), but this was a situation he’d dealt with before. And now that Clare knew what must be done, it was best done in haste. “Well, that fight with the mother bear didn’t work out for you, and now you’re dead. A wandering soul in search of its final place. And I’ve been chosen by the Afterlife to be your Usher.”

Frabwick glowered. “Say what?”

The bear was clearly having trouble following, but there was no slowing Clare now. “There are four realms in the Afterlife. While it’s not my job to force you into any single one, I can tell you this: Each soul is drawn to the world where they will be most comfortable.”

Clare stood and threw open the front door. A dry wind swept through the cottage, whipping the hem of his cloak and nearly extinguishing the hearth fire. This part was all very theatrical, and when Clare wasn’t dealing with such a dreadful soul, he figuratively lived for this. “The four realms are Peace, Pleasure, Progress, and”—the final one always begged a dramatic pause—“Pain.”

Clare continued, “Travel north from here and you will find the realm of Peace…” A watery blue light appeared, glowing from somewhere deep in the woods. “For those who found joy in rest. Head east, and you encounter the realm of Pleasure.” The woods to Clare’s right shimmered gold. “Best suited for those who sought fun above all else. Directly west is Progress”—a steady green light blazed to life—“for those who loved work, service, and effort. And finally, travel south… and one enters the realm of Pain.” From behind the cottage, the crimson woods began pulsing like a beating heart.

Frabwick stood and the chair came with him, wedged onto his backside. He ripped it off and tossed it to the floor. “I want to go to Pleasure.”

“I don’t feel that realm drawing you.”

“I don’t care. That’s where I want to go. And you said yourself, fox, you can’t force me to go anywhere. You’re just a—a—”

“An Usher. Yes, I said that. But if you try to enter a world where you don’t belong, you’ll wander for a long time. And eventually, finding nothing but the endless stretch of Deadwood Forest, you’ll end up back here, where we’ll have to repeat the process.”

Frabwick folded his arms across his huge, furry chest. “If I can’t choose, and you can’t force me, what’s the point of this?”

“I can help you get it right.”

“Well, then…” Frabwick leaned so close his breath more completely fogged Clare’s monocle. “Where do you think I belong, fox?”

“Pain.”

At this, Frabwick raised his massive paw and brought it down with full force, slapping Clare across the face.

Clare, however, felt only a cold rush—his monocle teetering ever so slightly.

Frabwick roared. “I can knock on the door and pick up a cup, but I can’t touch you? What sort of monster are you?”

That made Clare flinch. For Frabwick, bully that he was, had stumbled upon the one word that hurt our undead hero.

“This is not about me, it’s about you,” Clare said brusquely. He tugged his hood, setting his mangled face further in shadow. “When you knocked on my door and lifted the teacup, your motives were harmless. Curious. Well within the rights of a wandering soul. The Afterlife, however, does not tolerate nastiness toward its Ushers. And slapping me across the face, Mr. Frabwick, was a very nasty thing to do.”

“So I’m allowed to be curious but not nasty?”

“That’s it.”

“What if I feel curious about how you’d look with your head ripped off?”

Clare disliked this bear very much. But he was also a professional in the business of occasionally belligerent ghosts, and it would take much more than this to rattle him. “You’d like to rip my head off, would you? Would that make you… say… happy?”

The bear gave a low growl.

“Just think, then, of all the suffering you could inflict on others”—Clare moved snout to snout—“in the realm of Pain.”

This argument was always convincing to any animal who truly belonged in Pain. There, they could spend eternity making each other miserable. It was just the thing they all wanted and, ironically, just the thing they all deserved.

Frabwick’s dark eyes glistened. Baring his massive yellow teeth, he snapped at the air in front of Clare’s face. He trundled out the door and around the back of the cottage, heading for the southerly woods.

“Travel true!” Clare called, purely out of habit.

The bear responded with an attempt to kick up dirt with his hind leg, which, of course, did not work.

Clare watched until Frabwick’s ghostly backside lumbered into the pulsing red light, then perked his good ear toward the forest, awaiting his favorite sound. It came not long after Frabwick’s silhouette disappeared—the soft, low crackle of the Afterlife welcoming a new soul into its embrace.

Clare exhaled. He turned to the lumpy shadow of his garden. “Well, Captain, you could have warned me about that one.”

The huge pale mushroom—which lived smack in the middle of the garden—did not respond.

In fairness, it would have been strange if it had.

Clare closed and locked his door (a silly precaution, as wandering souls could not cross his threshold unless invited). He stripped off his cloak, set his monocle on the table, and slumped into the leather chair beside the hearth.

He’d been lucky Frabwick was easy to persuade. Some nasty spirits stayed all night, thrashing and threatening and refusing to accept the inevitable. But when at last they left, it was as though the Afterlife knew how the event had depleted Clare, and it always gave him the following three nights off.

No more souls would knock on his door tonight.

Nor tomorrow.

Nor the next day.

For three days and three nights, it would be entirely quiet in Deadwood.

Of course, Clare felt the exact opposite after ushering souls to the other three realms. That work left him feeling rejuvenated. Appreciated. Almost…

Loved.

At least that’s what he imagined it would feel like.

Just last week he’d ushered five souls into the Afterlife: two rabbits and an elk to Pleasure, an old songbird to Progress, and a fruit bat to Peace. The elk had been especially lovely company, and it had given Clare an unusual pang of sadness to watch her leave.

Clare brought his cup to his mouth, seeking the warmth of his tree sap tea. But the water was tepid. The sap, strangely bitter.

He sighed and set it down, looking around for another source of comfort.

There was always reading. He could curl up beneath his quilt with a book from Deadwood Dump.

Aside from that, there weren’t many other ways to cheer himself up around here. Sleep? Being undead, he slept only out of habit. A conversation with a friend? He was alone in Deadwood. A happy memory he could reach into? There were none, for the accident that took his ear and eye had also taken his memory. He had no recollection of his mortal life whatsoever.

But it was probably for the best, according to Brickbane’s revelation on the night of Clare’s undeath. And that, perhaps, was the worst part of it all:

If Clare ever died, he’d been told, his soul belonged to the realm of Pain.
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CHAPTER 3
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As we’ve established, absolutely no wandering souls would visit Clare’s woods for the next three days. He always took this time to refresh his energy and complete a few chores, following a perfectly balanced schedule of comfort and necessity:


• Wake before the sun (necessity)

• Drink two cups of tree sap tea (comfort)

• Pay a visit to the dump on the southern side of Deadwood (necessity)

• Spend the rest of the day tending to the mushroom garden (comfort)


On this particular morning, a low, chilly fog had settled over Deadwood. As Clare made his way to the dump, the haze was so thick, one would not even know he passed but for the whiny wheel on his worn-out wagon. Squeaking through the fog, he made a mental note of the things he needed:


1. Compost for his mushroom garden

2. A new book



Alas, it was a short note, and Clare spent the rest of the time humming a little tune he’d learned from a songbird soul last week.

Soon, the trees thinned and the nauseating, sweet scent of Deadwood Dump filled the air. The rising sun was quickly burning off the fog, and if Clare squinted his one good eye, the mounds of trash almost looked like the rolling hills of a multicolored countryside.

“Pinks?” Clare listened for a moment, then tried again. “Nine? Little Two? Are you in there?”

A muffled voice sang from the heap, “A fox! A fox! What do you know? A fox!” The garbage shuddered and gave way to a dingy white rat: sharp red eyes, a pink tail, back paw missing two toes.

“Good morning, Nine,” Clare said. Trashrats were never named but instead called by the number of their birthing order. Nine—full name: Nine Thousand Two Hundred and Ninety-One—was a member of the Pink family, who’d been running Deadwood Dump since before Clare had become an Usher.

Which is to say many, many years.

In fact, it had been Nine who’d found the cloak that Clare wore now, stuffed in a garbage bag full of human costumes. The velvet was soft and the inner lining held a secret pocket, which Nine had explained was for emergency food, because if human children didn’t eat constantly, they became ferocious beasts.

The cloak had likely been tossed out because of the small rip up the back seam, but Clare didn’t mind, because it showed off his bushy silver tail—far and away his best feature, and quite possibly his only good one. The rest of him was a patchwork—black snout and face, orange ears and torso, pepper-gray haunches, black paws. A cross fox, the humans called him.

The pile rustled and birthed another rat, smaller but with the same snowy fur and red eyes as her brother.

“Good morning, Little Two,” Clare greeted her, though he didn’t expect a response. Two—full name: Twenty Thousand Three Hundred and Fifty-Two—flashed a timid smile. She only ever talked to Nine, whispering to him in a voice so small, even Clare couldn’t catch the words.

Nine plucked a burnt matchstick from the rubbish and gnawed on the end. “You’ve come on a good day, fox. Show him what we found, Two.”

Two scurried to the top of the garbage pile and used her teeth to draw open a silk bag. Dozens of green papers, each printed with the number 100 in the corners, drifted down around them.

Clare plucked one from the air and examined the face of the old green human staring back. The paper would have worked well for kindling, but Clare already had four baskets of crispy leaves beside the hearth. “I’ll pass.”

Nine waggled the matchstick he’d been chewing. “I’m telling you, I’ve seen humans kill each other over this stuff.”

“Yes, well, they also deliberately poison their own gardens, so we’re not talking about the brightest mammals in the macrocosm, are we?”

Nine squeaked a laugh. He crumpled up one of the little papers and tossed it back to Two. “I knew this was useless stuff. Let’s tear it up and sell it to the crows for nests.”

Clare liked the Pinks. Mostly because they didn’t seem bothered by his grisly smile. Was that vain of Clare? To like them for the fact that they didn’t recoil in his presence? Perhaps. But he got the feeling the Pinks tolerated him for that very same reason.

“What can I get you today?” asked Nine. “Rusty nails? An old mattress?”

“How about a new book or two?”

“Ding, dong, done, fox.” Nine nudged his sister. “Go get that old book we found last week.” Little Two whispered something in his ear, and Nine replied, “In the cracked tub by the tires. Get Four Thousand and Six to help you. Remind him he owes me for he-knows-what.” The little rat scampered off, and Nine turned back to Clare. “Books have been hard to come by lately. The humans are hoarding them. Or maybe they stopped using them, hard to tell. But I keep my eyes open.”

“And I thank you for that, Nine.” Clare pulled a small bag from his cloak pocket, and Nine rose onto his hind legs, beady eyes gleaming greedily.

In exchange for garbage dump treasures, Clare provided the rat with mushrooms, freshly chopped and packed from his garden. Each variant of fungus was a medicine—a potent cure for anything from itchy paws to gut worms—and apparently Nine had made quite the name for himself selling them to the animals of Fernlight Forest.

“What kind are these?” Nine asked, reaching for the bag.

“Poppy petals,” Clare said, having named them for their wavy crimson tops. “Excellent for stress and exhaustion.” Now that he thought of it, Clare could probably use some. He was unusually tired, as though ushering the bear last night had drained an extra dose of his undead energy.

“How do
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The Lion of Lark-Hayes Manor
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