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			1

			She liked blowing candles out because when the smoke tendrils floated away they looked like ghosts. And like ghosts, they were only seen for a moment or two before disappearing into the darkness. 

			Just like what she was good at.

			Poe was certain they settled to sleep now, as all was quiet on the homestead, and that meant it was time for her to act. She took her cloak—the one she made of different patches of fur from different animals, dead and discarded. It was a new creation now, a new life of leftovers that made her her own creature of the night when she wore it, camouflaged and unbothered. She put it around her shoulders, leaving the antlered hood down her back until the last minute so she could get out. The boards on her window were all in place, or they all appeared to be in place. All she did was get the nails out of the window frame but keep them in the wood, and she could remove them anytime she wanted without anyone knowing, and toss those wood planks to the floor when she wanted them to know. Like now.

			Her current caretakers—her employers at the orchard—learned about her strange little quirks early on after they brought her from the last place, a small inn with too many rooms to clean. They found Poe out climbing on the roof. She put her climbing skills to use on those apple trees, testing her agility at reaching every single branch all the way up to the top. But sometimes Poe would refuse to come down, and they would punish her for being idle by being locked in her room. They all learned how to home that wild child and tried to tame her. Especially once they heard her wandering about at night … both inside and outside. The little footsteps, the doors opening and closing, and the playful scamper in the dead of night answered to only one. They knew that she did not sleep at night. Not until after the sky bled blue and pink in the dawning sun did she ever go to sleep. There was just something so exciting about the nighttime. It was when the rest of the world finally quieted down, when all the hustle and bustle of the day was complete. Nighttime was her time. When everyone else was asleep, the night was hers. They all learned this, and all tried to make her outgrow it.

			But at age fourteen, the wild child, although no longer considered a child, was still wild. 

			So, with her pack bundle of everything she owned, everything being very little, Poe fastened the last clasp at her neck and opened the window. 

			She felt the cool breeze that brushed her face and the symphonic chirp of crickets coming from every direction as she scaled the roof. She crawled across at ease, coming to her favorite tree and walking across the branch thick as a plank. This tree had a nook that could cradle her in place comfortably, putting her in a nurturing hold that put her at rest better than anything else. It was here she often faced the night sky, letting her mind get lost, looking to it for answers. Sometimes, it was the only thing that could give her answers. One of her caretakers told her growing up that she was convinced fae dropped Poe on the doorstep. Even as a baby, she had a full head of jet black hair, like a little piece of nighttime itself, and golden-green eyes for seeing in it perfectly. It was like the universe made her that way on purpose.

			Poe descended from the tree and landed in the grass with light crunches. She watched a toad covered with brown and green warts dart away into the bushes. Sidestepping a plump mushroom overlapping over the walking path, she remembered all too well the last time she stepped on one and got red flakes all the way up her shin. She had a rash for weeks that looked like her leg erupted in purple boils, so as light as her steps were in general, she practiced extra lightness around that shrubbery. The wind whistled through the trees, but mainly it had a good time whistling through the servants’ home. It blew around the sign near the front path, North Thistle Apple Orchard and Farm, so much so that it caused the chains to creak. The home itself looked like an odd assortment of wooden boxes stacked on top of one another, the wind always finding its way through every uneven angle and making an instrument out of it on particularly breezy days. Right then it blew a small flutter of leaves against the door that crashed against the papers in the mailbox, the forgotten mail from the day prior. The farm owners sometimes forgot to check it. When there was anything, Poe got to it first. 

			It was after a long day’s work, and she had stopped short at something sticking out near the bushes. It was the angle it was in that made it easier to see from this point of view, but also easy to see how easily it could be missed. She had walked right over and bent down, pulling the end to see it was rolled up tightly and covered in cobwebs. Her eyes followed the trail of webs to see them attached to a much wider one stretched out against the window, and saw what lived there. Its body was the size and shape of a lightbulb, speckled with yellow against its black form and long spindle legs. The front two legs were holding on to the end of the cobweb attached to the rolled-up parchments like it was protesting her taking it. Well, spiders could not read, so she gently pulled it away until the webs broke. The spider rubbed its front claws together, making itself comfortable again in its web as Poe came away with the prize. She wiped excess webbing off as she pulled on the string holding the parchments together and unrolled them, seeing an issue of The Thistle Bugle that was a week old and jumping ahead immediately to the postings at the back.

			They were all mostly the same, as they always were, and another quick scan told her that she might not find anything this time either.

			But it was when she turned a page and saw an ad that only took up a square among the columns. There was something about it that grabbed her gaze and kept it there. 

			The language was the same, but its vernacular seemed different, out of order like it just wanted the right words to hit first. The font used was different than the rest of the ads. It seemed thicker … fatter, something that whoever had it printed paid for extra ink to make sure it stood out.

			Wanted: Only the brave to apply

			An apprentice I seek

			With a keen eye and knack for stealth

			If danger you do not mind

			Then you can come

			Mock Cob Village

			[image: ]

			Poe held her burlap bag with the farm logo stitched across it and hung it across the mailbox. The smallest one, the one with the tea stain on the front—there was no mistaking that one was hers and her message was clear. She left the farm and walked down the street to the train station, pulling her hood over her head. 

			The town of Thistle had no carriages running in the dead of night. There was one parked along the side of the street with its door left open, a breeze blowing it all the way open and then back in the gentle snore of rusted metal. Poe, herself, settled into a steady pace until she reached the train station. There, small groups waiting to board stood together with various baggage.

			Poe got in line between what was a large group of serious travelers, those with many bags per person and hats that have seen every kind of weather. She dug into one of the pouches around her waist for coins while others settled in line behind her. She looked up when the line started moving forward, still digging around for the right amount. When her turn came, the little man at the ticket window said “Next,” while counting his own.

			“Right, hang on,” Poe said, placing some coins on the counter.

			“How many?” the man asked, leafing through papered tickets and not looking up.

			“One.”

			“And where to?”

			“Blue line, destination Shorthills.”

			The man slid a ticket across the counter to her and chose that moment to look up, and he formed an expression Poe was not expecting to see. His eyes bulged out more than they could, transfixed and frozen. 

			“Oh, my…”

			He suddenly slid the maroon-colored ticket back under the window.

			“I do apologize, I didn’t realize you…”

			He scrambled through the tickets in the box before producing what he thought was the right one and slid this one to Poe.

			“Okay, there you go. Thank you! And my apologies again!”

			He scooped the coins without counting them and gave Poe a frazzled smile.

			“Enjoy your trip and the many accommodations we have on board!”

			Poe walked away with her own confused amusement and viewed the ticket. All that was different was that it had green lettering instead of maroon. She went to board the train to find where her seating was, not noticing other travelers staring at her and moving out of her way. The train car compartments were all open and ready to receive travelers, and many of them piled into the compartments closer to the front of the train. Poe looked at the numbering and placement on her ticket; her assigned section was toward the back and less busy. She went to this section and climbed aboard.

			Her eyebrows shot up a bit in shock at the thought that this had to be a mistake. Everything looked almost brand new from the chestnut walls and doors to the gold knobs and borders. Poe walked down the aisle to her compartment seat and slid the door open. Her little gasp that she made did no justice to the explosive reaction she had on the inside.

			The cushioned seats were made of pure velvet, color coordinated with black, raspberry, and cream blankets and pillows lining up against the wall. There was a sophisticated table in front of it that was either polished frequently or could never rust, and when she leaned into it, she could see her reflection: the girl in the homemade cape of a hodgepodge of furs … her two bright green eyes sticking out from under the hood. The hood sat on top of her head comfortably. Though made too big, she loved her little addition to it—curved antlers, found from the skull of a jackalope in the woods. She fastened them on, deciding she liked the profile very much. Around her neck, she wore a layered necklace made of animal bones, the remains of a shrew she dissected from an owl pellet once. She stepped inside and let the door slide shut on its own, plopping down on those seats in a euphoric release. The cushions sank and hugged her in a soft embrace, molding themselves to fit her and making them exclusively hers. The table held its own dinner set of three plates of different sizes in one another and sibling sets of utensils. Next to it was a silver chalice with a small note:

			“Enjoy our finest herb teas on the house! And don’t forget to view our selection of meals in the dining car.”

			Poe picked up that chalice and leaped to her feet, not believing nor understanding how she came to this. Had she had so little pleasure in life that it only seemed like a luxury? She left her compartment holding the chalice in front of her like a holy relic and made her way down the aisle. Another compartment door slid open a few doors down and those occupants trickled out. Poe’s mouth opened to give them a cheerful co-existing greeting. When they came out, she stopped walking and stood there, her mouth still open. 

			The tunics they wore were long enough to be capes and gowns, some even dragging a bit on the ground as they walked, but it was their hair that was even longer. Some were tied into intricate braids, whereas others hung from their heads and covered some of their faces like curtains. It was the trinkets they wore around their necks and wrists that did it, many having gems and rocks that were too colorful to be found in common lands … and different kinds of bones. It was difficult to tell just what kind of bones they were, or where they came from, but Poe was too distracted by their long nails to think about the bones. They were real, and they were their own. All of them had very long nails curled under at the ends making them look like claws, grown and shaped that way on purpose, for a purpose. Many of them were black all the way up to the finger joints, so there was no telling where the finger ended and the claw began.

			Still standing there, with the chalice clutched in one hand, she pulled the rim of the hood down to almost the tip of her nose. The occupants in front of her walked down the aisle with their own chalices. Thousands of tiny bubbles exploded in her stomach. Her first impulse was to shut herself in her compartment for the whole trip, lest someone found out, but the amazement of it all won over and she told herself to stay calm, stay cool, and try to figure out where she was. And whose company she shared. She patted the hood on her head and continued down the aisle to this particular dining car. This one held more occupants with more long and elaborate clothing and accessories made from things in nature, though she did not stare at any of them long enough to see what they were, but they were all women. She kept her face casual and moved quietly, sidestepping to the wall to make sure she was always next to or behind someone. They were all too busily engaged in their own conversations, sitting together with their heads close and telling stories with wide gestures. Once in a while, someone would look up, see her, and return her look with a knowing smile. This made something prickle on the back of Poe’s neck, and although she could not read what it meant, it was not altogether unpleasant. Many of them appeared to be trading with various things in mason jars, corked and wound tightly with leather cords. They held everything from bright magenta liquids to tiny bundles of sticks to red-brown spices she could smell from where she was standing. She saw where the stations were that held the big barrels with faucets. She walked over to them in sync with the people in front of her, instantly mesmerized by the melodious and strange-sounding language they spoke. The barrels had little labeled signs indicating which one was jasmine, oolong, or peach, though under their labels was something written in entirely different characters that were not even letters, possibly just a translation. Poe filled her cup and took a sip, smiling instantly at what was the same as taking a bite out of a peach. She kept it right at her chin as she made her way back to her compartment undisturbed, head down, stealing a sip every once in a while.

			And so her trips to and fro were undisturbed, though she only did one more to get herself a meal of a rice bowl with beef and vegetables that she enjoyed very much, this time with jasmine tea. While she ate, she watched the passing landscapes separated only by the pane of glass. The rolling hills of green on the plains varied in size, with small forests speckled all throughout. Farther in the distance, she could make out the purple-black mountains disappearing in fog and clouds. The open fields next to her had a horde of wild horses that all of a sudden decided they wanted to race, picking up trots and turning into full-force galloping right next to her car. The way they threw their heads back and let the wind tease their manes looked almost human, like they were enjoying themselves. They kept up with the train at impressive agility and speed. She watched them disappear into a forest, and once that forest passed, it seemed to pass through the daylight as well. A shadow fell over her window as the sunlight dimmed down, all the way down, almost all the way down to nothing, almost skipping the afternoon to evening.

			Poe diverted her attention to the lantern above the window that was blinking, on and off, on and off, before it went out completely. She crossed her brow, watching the forest continue to stretch. She took the last gulp from her chalice and set it down, standing up to leave her compartment. The water closet was down a little past the dining car and it gave her an excuse to wander, and work her bored legs. It wasn’t until on her way back that someone noticed her, really noticed her, giving her more than just an interested smile. Or, she noticed her for the first time. The woman sat alone at a booth; her legs stretched out to take up the entire seat. What made Poe stop to acknowledge her was that she had already been acknowledging Poe, possibly from the moment she came into the dining car the first time. She was looking right at her and smiling, but in a way that made her entire face smile, including and especially her eyes. Poe became entranced by these now, ice-blue and piercing right through her mind. They stood out as the only real trace of color about her black-and-white image, as her hair and skin were both so pale they could have been white. She wore a black lace black shawl over a gown with leggings and boots and held her hands together as though in prayer, or anticipation. Poe thought that it was hard to tell if she was young, or old, or somewhere in between. 

			“You,” she said in a voice that was deep and scratchy. “You’re interesting.”

			Poe couldn’t move her feet. “I am?”

			The woman didn’t blink. “Yes. You call to me. I think I know some things about you.”

			“Like…what?”

			The woman put her legs down and stepped out of the booth.

			“That, and more. And I can show you things about yourself you don’t know.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Would you like to find out?”

			It should have sounded threatening, but oddly, it felt inviting. Poe believed every word she said, and she very much wanted to know what the woman meant. Especially by the way she was looking at her like she had known Poe her whole life. She nodded.

			The woman smiled. “I am quite good with looking inside people. Come.”

			And the woman took off for the opposite row of compartments. When Poe trailed behind her, she could make out just how long her hair was in the back, swaying down at her bottom like the tail of a horse. She led Poe to her compartment and slid the door open, allowing her to go in first. Poe had expected this room to be the exact mirror of her own, but she felt like she stepped out of the train completely. Even in the dimmed lighting, it looked like a suite inside a grand hotel, because there was no way the train compartment could be that large. Red mesh curtains decorated the walls, where some of them appeared to have openings to go elsewhere. In the middle was a rounded table decorated with a thick, black tablecloth and cushioned stools to match. Poe barely took a breath but she could smell something spicy, something that tickled her nose and made her want to cry, but it also very much made her want to taste it.

			Poe stood there while the woman slid the door shut and came inside, not even realizing until she walked around to the back side of the table and sat down.

			“Come in, and have a seat,” the woman invited.

			Poe sat down on the stool opposite the woman. The amber lighting in the room made everything a bit dimmer except for this woman’s face. For now, sitting across from her, Poe could see that her eyes shone enough to cast their own light down her nose and across her cheekbones, illuminating a gentle and otherworldly glow. She was smiling pleasantly, arms folded across the table.

			“You are an unusual girl, and you have talent and appreciation for the unusual.”

			“Thank you,” was all Poe could say.

			“So perhaps this was the correct train for you to travel in, after all.”

			Poe froze, but the woman smiled at her knowingly. She said nothing as the woman pulled her arms away and began shuffling a deck of cards. Poe did not even see where the cards came from, but now the woman was weaving them in and out of one another. The woman now placed the deck in the middle of the table and drew one card, placing it face-up on the table. Poe watched her as she took the time to study this card, putting a nail to her chin in an unreadable expression. She drew another one and placed it next to the first, her eyebrow rising like it was a compliment.

			“An odd one out, I knew. Someone with creative talent, I knew.”

			She drew another card, looking immediately into Poe’s eyes. Poe tried to get a good look at the card, but it did not make sense to her either way.

			“You have another gift, a gift you will get to explore and practice. It is something that you have already begun to master and it will help you get out of difficult and dangerous situations.”

			Another card.

			This one the woman blinked at, and from what Poe saw on the card, it looked like a mass of black fog.

			“Your truest self is foggy and is something of a mystery. Coming to find yourself is a journey that you will take in the years to come.”

			Another card.

			This fifth one the woman stared at the longest, folding her hands on the table. Poe could see that she was digging her nails into her flesh, veins popping up by her knuckles. The card appeared to be a very long face, mouth wide open. The woman licked her lips and raised her eyes to Poe again, making her voice low and calm.

			“You will have connections and encounters with beings from the other side. That is something that is—as already has—come naturally to you.”

			Poe sat back. 

			“How did you know?”

			The woman smiled.

			“So you have already?”

			“A little,” Poe admitted. “I could always … sense something since I was little, and I saw things a few times, but nothing ever really happened, and I never really knew what it was.”

			“There are things that linger between this plane and … others, and you will have brushes with them. There will be a time when the veil between planes is the thinnest…and then you will have more encounters.”

			Poe moved slightly enough to make the stool squeak, and she didn’t want the woman to think the noise came from her. Before Poe could think of anything to say, the woman got up from her seat and disappeared behind one of the red curtains. She came back holding something that looked like a little icicle broken off the top of a frozen cave.

			“Take this. It’s a quartz crystal, good for protection. When the time is right, it will be useful to you.”

			Poe took the crystal, clear as ice, or a mirror. She wondered if looking into it at the right time would reflect something behind her. She looked back and forth between it and the woman, regarding the crystal as a most personal gift and her heart filled.

			“Thank you,” Poe said. “Thank you so much.”

			The woman was all smiles. “I knew you appreciated the unusual. And I know that while you may be afraid, you are also brave. Good luck on your travel, and your tasks to come.”

			Poe thanked her again, feeling like it was already doing its job. On her way back to her compartment, she held it close, watching for any signs, wondering just what she would be encountering in Mock Cob Village.

		

	
		
			2

			Poe’s body became alert when the train stopped, waking her out of her daydream. The orange and pink washed the evening sky all the way down to the horizon line, where she could see, not knowing how far the colors ran behind all the buildings she could see now out the window. 

			“Blue line, Shorthills,” she heard the conductor call out, as she thought her stop would be soon. She got up, pocketing some taffy candy she meant to save for later, and slid out of the compartment door with her pack.

			She walked down the hall and out the train door exit, noticing not many getting off at the train depot. The map inside the depot was large and stretched out, showing the blue line she took and the corresponding points to indicate neighboring areas and towns. She reached into her bag to pull out her own map, comparing the two; hers was more wrinkled and thus more difficult to read. Mock Cob Village was a short distance away, nestled in what looked like a nook below the mountains. She approached the horse carriages absent of any riders and pulled out some coins.

			“Mock Cob Village, please,” she told the driver. 

			The man sat up and looked at her as though she had asked for a decapitated head. He made a show of trying not to stare, instead giving a short nod and picking up the reins. 

			“Yes, I…I will take you as far as I can go. As far as the carriage can go. Are you…you are you prepared for your journey?”

			When Poe paused, the man quickly came up with his own response.

			“Oh, no, forgive me. You seem like you are. You have a lovely lantern. It can get quite dark. Not that it would matter. It is all right. Yes, come aboard.”

			This time she had a ride of the open countryside. She had her hood down and let the evening wind blow through her hair, leaning out the side of the carriage to catch the lukewarm lamp of sun before it retired for the night. The carriage rolled up and down streets with gentle rises and declines; the wind giving her the rush of flying like she was keeping up with the hawk that dipped from the sky. She rode through one town where all the buildings were the same deep brown color and smelled of freshly baked bread, though it was gone the minute they passed into a more wooded area. Poe looked around at all the trees, and the further in, the more they looked like they were sinking. Here the path steeped just enough for her seat to squeak as her weight adjusted, as did her curiosity. The trees spread out, some becoming scarce and some morphing into shrubs and bushes. Here, the horse grunted as its steps became more cautious and more hesitant. The man with the leather reins wrapped them very tightly around his fists. There was a point where most of the trees were behind them, and when Poe turned around she saw for herself the big slope, higher than she thought it was, trees sticking out like they were growing sideways. Poe looked through the trees and realized that it was not the canopy of leaves that was shielding the light. The sky itself seemed to surrender it, needing to bloom darker down there.

			She turned around when the carriage came to a halt, the wheels sliding a little in the mud. The man stood there and pet the horse on its neck.

			“This is the farthest I can go,” he said. 

			Poe frowned. “Why?”

			“It gets steeper from here, but there is a path you can take that is easy to follow and safe on foot.”

			Poe climbed out of the carriage, stepping on grass so dry it crunched and so long it nearly covered her boots. The man pointed the path out to her while soothing the horse again and adjusting the reins. He unraveled the reins and stepped in front of the horse to help it turn around, getting the carriage to travel back around in a sort of half-circle. He seemed to want to move faster only when Poe pulled on her hood and brought out her lantern.

			“Best get going. It’s almost curfew.”

			Before Poe could ask what that meant, the man and his horse were off.

			Poe looked down to the path, her eyes following it going as far as they could before it disappeared into another decline she could not see. It was small and not all that steep, and she knew that the carriage would have had no problem going farther. The driver just would not. Poe made her way now, immediately putting her arms out to her sides to balance, though her belief she could fall was in her head. It was not all that difficult to walk normally. The imbalance was gone and her boots found traction in the dirt. She walked all the way down where the hill started to break off into little steps, stepping down, and for a minute almost believing that the temperature also dropped. A cool breeze blew around her nose, challenging her, asking her if she was sure she wanted to proceed. She came to another section of woods and stopped when she reached the edge, the clearing to the valley below, and that was when she saw it.

			It curved into a deep basin, hidden almost by the layers of fog floating above, but there was no mistaking the arrangements of triangular roofs and squares of light speckled everywhere one could see. Now, with the dusk settling on the land, and given how deep it nestled into the valley, it made it look like it was the first to welcome darkness before anything else. With the sky’s pink and orange colors long gone, the deep blue around the town made it look like it sat at the bottom of the ocean’s deep. Poe sauntered down this path in a gentle slide as a chorus of crickets greeted her from the grasses. The path she walked merged with the land and though still easy to follow, seemed to blend too much: something that lost its straight and well-kept form and instead became directionless, giving her free range to go as she pleased, or having her go wherever she ended up. When Poe got up close and personal with the town outskirts, she could see just how layered they were just like the rest of the surroundings. It seemed that the basin scooped deep down in the valley wasn’t too steep, and still had some more layers to go. The houses were all stacked in layers, on some hills and even nestled along the edges of hills. The entire town was a series of tiers, with places and things to see high as well as low. From where Poe was standing she could make out a little bridge over a river, the moon’s reflection making it look like a silver snake.

			Poe found the entrance to the village, right where someone staked the sign in the dirt rather lopsidedly. The letters looked like they might have been dark blue once, now faded to an almost gray. Poe lifted her lantern, holding it at arm’s reach with her own glow. The letters on the sign could use some repainting, all the way down to the “circa 808.” Her glow stopped at lettering that was not part of the sign, but rather sketched in free-handedly by locals: “They come from below, and beyond.” 

			“Those finding yourselves alone in the dark…you are not.”

			“Beware those who walk at night.”

			Poe jumped, nearly dropping her lantern at the sound that thundered across the sky. It sounded like a repeating chime, only lower, almost like a gong.

			Don, don, don, don.

			She turned so the lantern lit up as much as it could of the mouth of the town and what was inside it. She could hear a few doors closing, windows shutting, and a voice yelling at someone else to get inside, quickly.

			Ahead of her, the path curved and disappeared behind a building with most of its lights still on, even the yellow paper lanterns hanging from each corner. Poe held her lantern near her bag to search for the paper she’d kept with her. Although memorized by now, its message rang something closer with her setting foot on the scene, especially after reading the cryptic warnings added to the sign and kept there. She smoothed the paper out and held it to her light. 

			Wanted: Only the brave to apply

			An apprentice I seek

			With a keen eye and knack for stealth

			If danger you do not mind

			Then you can come

			Mock Cob Village

			She looked at the sign again, then back at the ad. She walked past the sign holding the ad with her thumb near where the address was, moving quickly with the realization that she needed to find it before it got too dark.

			She walked past a house with a blooming garden with the start of vegetables poking through the dirt, hearing something scuttle through the grass. A gust of wind blew across the back of her neck, making her break out in goosebumps all the way down her arms and legs. She pulled her hood up over her head, though she still felt the next one. Poe looked to the houses, and buildings, able to still make out the numbers and street names she walked by in the still-evening dusk. The farther in she walked, the more the chill traveled down her spine, something trying to tell her something about her surroundings that she could not shake. The evening was in the area between warm and cool to be called cozy; where normally it would be just the right setting to want to be out taking a peaceful stroll, and although she had it all to herself, she somehow knew that she was not alone.

			The chimes sounded again.

			Don, don, don, don.

			She came to a yard with two swings tied to a tree with a long, stretching arm behind one of the houses. Strange enough, the wind was only making one of them move, and even stranger it blew that swing straight in line, just as if a person was riding on it, gentle and steady. The swing seemed to stop altogether as she passed, just as she walked up the side of the house and watched it fall in line with the other, and the wind not blowing through it again. She walked down the sidewalk with her boots picking up subtle crunches of stones she stepped on, the scuttle or two of a small creature hurrying out of her way with the twitch of a tail.

			When she walked past that house, the sound of slamming shutters made her jump. She turned, hearing a creak coming from somewhere else. And then something that sounded like a whisper. She turned around from her right, in the direction the voice was coming from. It was barely higher than a whisper but too low to make out what was said; it was close enough to her ear for the speaker to be right behind her. And yet, there was no one on the path. Even lifting the lantern to the sidewalk revealed nothing. She scanned the area, sure of herself, and then turned back around to continue walking. Here on the path, the cow tails were fairly long, and sometimes when the wind blew through them they could sound like voices. The path deterred to some wood steps made into the grass as it went down into another small slope. She followed these, and the houses around her seemed to merge in closer, blocking out any open space, and forming an outline of crooked triangular shapes. Here, she could see these shapes were not just houses, but they had odd structures all about them. She could make out a large wood frame of something that used to be whole, but now had pieces broken off and strewn about the lawn. Poe steadied her lantern at it, noting the roughness of the broken, splintered off at the ends. Whatever this was had been torn apart, and it had done so recently. The house next to this one had shutters and boards across every window, and when she passed the sidewalk, she could see an outline of something chalk white sprinkled on the lawn. Poe bent down, seeing clumps of crystals sprinkled thickly, all around outlining the entire house.

			She lifted her lantern to the newly formed shadows. In the instant she did so, something fell away and something disappeared down an alley, knocking over a garbage can. Poe jumped, moving her lantern down that alley but seeing nothing but the garbage can rolling toward the wall. She sidestepped, backtracking so that she was not near this alley, focusing on the street sign a few feet ahead. She lifted her light to the names there, reading the one matching the one on the ad:

			46 Matchstick Lane

			Matchstick Lane pointed to the right, leading down an irregular-shaped street. Poe turned the corner to a patch of blue outside, lifting her light this way and that to read the numbers on the buildings, and any signage for businesses. From what she gave cursory glances, one looked like it was a post office and another was a barber shop. 

			A figure in a store window caught Poe’s attention, making her stop right in front of it so that she was almost chest-to-chest with it. The figure might have been female but was not all the way in the window, though it was facing her and not moving. She thought she was looking at a mannequin wearing a fashionable jacket. She stepped all the way up to the window to see the jacket better, when all of a sudden those mannequin’s arms shot up and closed the curtains. Poe sauntered back, making her lantern shake, standing before the curtains, looking at nothing but her startled expression. She backed up, trying to make sense of it. The person was tall enough for their head to be concealed, but somehow they saw her, and for some reason, they did not want her to see them.

			She quickly made her way back down that street, one hand over her heart and telling herself that it was just past their closing time, and they just forgot to shut the curtains to indicate they were closed to customers for the evening. Poe walked on, turning first into a sprint then a light jog, scanning the would-be business places on either side of her to see all curtains closed, all windows secured with shutters. Some even padlocked. Some even had flat sheets of wood across them, like they were all preparing for some kind of storm. Poe stopped short at the one thing that appeared up ahead, the one thing she did not see anywhere else at all: a light. A single light was on in the first-floor window, bright enough to be known, yet dim enough to not stand out. Poe’s heart elevated when she realized the light was meant for her to find. #46 Matchstick Lane was there, up on a little elevated hill. 

			Poe raced up the little steps around the bend, knocking over a stack of bowls that crashed and rolled to the ground. She picked them up as they rolled away to place in the grass, cringing at the noises they made that were loud enough to knock over the street signs. After steadying her lantern light, she stayed crouched to the ground in anticipation of the house’s owner opening the door to see what the commotion was. She heard no sound, no activity from within, so she stood up and carried on. When she walked up to this house, she turned to what was in the front yard, not just the disturbing shapes beneath the tree, but also the disturbing smell. There was something on the lawn she could not quite make out, some pile of leaves and something in the middle. Poe steadied her light as her nose twitched. Whatever it was, it was no longer alive. And it was in pieces. She crept up the lawn, careful in her steps to not make too many leaves crunch, viewing it from where she stood. The meat was all in chunks, skinned all the way off so that it was nothing but pure red, almost like something positioned them together to look like the animal was still solid.

			The next step Poe took made her drop her lantern and yelp as the leaves shot up around her, the hidden netting closing her up in a bundle and lifting her all the way up to the tree.

			[image: ]

			The moments that followed blurred together in a series of panicked fidgeting, pushing, and pulling. She stuck her arms out through the netting as far as they would go, reaching as high as she could go to the coil of rope at the top, not able to feel high enough for any knots she could fumble it. Her breathing came out in quickened heaps and she forced herself to quiet them, straining her ears should she get the company she did not want. She pushed at the netting to give herself some room, opening her pack bag and rummaging through it. Her fingers found them, the small silver pair of scissors, the kind for a quick sew. They would have to do. She opened them and began to snip away at the netting. 

			Poe swallowed when she heard the faint creak of wood somewhere. Something opening, and then creaking again to shut. There was the crunching of leaves coming around the side of the house, and a new lantern light glowing from around the corner. 

			Poe turned down and to her right just as the massive figure appeared from the darkness with something long and pointed directly at her, something with a sharp end. She moved aggressively in the netting only to realize that the antlers in her hood were stuck, sticking right out and giving her a false silhouette that was no doubt against her. She pulled on them, keeping her eyes on the figure approaching, staying still and quiet. The figure kept the spear pointed at her, and, not losing aim, reached around the tree to unravel the rope. Poe felt the bundle loosen and descend from the air enough, but only just enough. The figure kept it at that level and then approached Poe in her frayed and knotted prison, the lantern now raised enough for her to see her captor.

			This man looked made of mostly hair and beard, both so long and shaggy they grew into one another, a color between black and gray that suggested his age was unknown. She could smell a musky sweat coming off of his pores that suggested both adrenaline and nonstop labor. His eyes were almost the same color as his hair and could have been soft, though at the moment they were crazed. He was portly due to fat, but also due to muscle, and Poe thought it was something that should not be overlooked. The spear he was holding had a design etched of symbols and lines she wanted to look at but could not distract herself. The spear end was inches away from her body and the lantern light was right by her face, forcing her to shield her eyes.

			“What in the—”

			Poe moved enough, just enough, so that she could wrap her fingers around the netting.

			“You’re—you’re human!”

			The man rushed back to the tree and undid the rope all the way, lowering the net bundle all the way down until Poe could feel the ground again. She remained in the bundle, looking up at the man as he made no rush to undo the bundle, positioning the spear at her just as before.

			“You are human, yes?”

			“Yes!” Poe cried.

			The man held the lantern at the bundle, his eyes and jaw stretched to ovals.

			“You’re … you’re just a kid.”

			The man tossed his spear and approached the bundle, untying it and allowing Poe to tumble out and away from it. He waited while she stood up, fumbling with the bag around her back and lowering her antlered hood, showing him she was exactly what she said she was.

			“What in the hell are you doing out after Shut-In?!” 

			He paused, still peering at her. “You aren’t from around here.

			“No,” Poe said. “I came to answer your ad.”

			The man’s shoulders fell like those were the last words he was expecting. He quickly looked all around him, to the right, left, and behind him.

			“Come, get inside! Quickly!” 

			He waved his hands at her to speed her pace and follow him to the back of the house, around a bend of bushes to a side door with a crack in the windowpane. The man shut the door behind them and locked it, even taking a minute to double-check out the window that nothing else was there.

			She came to a living room area with a pulsing fire in the fireplace. There were two big sofa chairs near it with three or four old shirts draped over the arms, some caked with dried mud, and a few caked with dried blood. There were two pairs of boots thrown astray by the wall with missing shoelaces and one with a missing bottom. Poe stepped in, seeing the labyrinth of boxes piled up on one another, some empty packages with foam packing peanuts littered all over the floor and loose papers neglected inside. And the books. Poe spotted them all over the table near the couch, even at random places on the floor opened to various places with underlines and notes. She could smell something so sweet it was sour: rancid meat combined with old dairy, and it all came from the dishes with partially leftover turkey leg bones and bits of bread, and something else that had crusted over time that lined the bottom of a bowl. 

			The man turned to Poe as she pawed through her hair.

			“Where did you come from?”

			“Thistle. It’s a town in Engle City.”

			“Thistle. I did place an ad there. Funny, I thought to myself that no one would answer it from that far, but why not take a chance … and here you are.”

			Poe stood there, some leftover leaves still stuck to her cloak and in her hair.

			“You are the first, and only one, to answer it.”

			“I found it in the paper,” Poe answered. “I found it intriguing. I had to come and see.”

			“You alone?”

			“I am, yes.”

			“Does your family know where you are?”

			“I’m an orphan.” 

			“An orphan, gee. What’s your name?”

			“Poe.”

			“Poe.”

			“That’s right.”

			“I’m Rex. Rex Arken. You made me almost wet my pants out there. You looked like a new kind of demon beast with that on your head,” Rex said with a disgruntled tone, fists on his hips. “I thought I caught a new one.”

			“Caught a new one?” Poe repeated. 

			Rex smiled now.

			“So, you think you’re the one for this kind of work? The only way to find out is to put you to the test.”

			Rex turned to the hall closet and went to work searching for things, knocking over other things clinging and clanging to the floor. He emerged with another spear similar to his but a tad smaller and presented it to her.

			“All right, come on then. No better time than to continue right where I left off. You’re going to need this.”
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			Poe and Rex went out into the night, the cool blues now morphed into the deepest black. The light from Poe’s lantern lit up a small circle of the lawn where she dropped it in the dark. He picked her lantern up and handed it to her, adding another guiding beam of light to the night. Rex kept his voice low, saying things to her that were quickened and quiet. He held a finger to his lips, gesturing to the outside as a whole, and instructed her to stay close. 

			“Up this way,” he whispered. “We are going to check on all of them.”

			Rex walked forth, his stride careful yet authoritative. They steadied their lanterns at their sides so they could see where they were walking, every once in a while scanning what was ahead. Poe could feel the jumping of her heart that came when she first approached Rex’s house in a combination of anticipated fear—a thrill of something mysterious that kept her guessing. They walked along a path in the street curving behind some houses, Rex aiming his light toward particular points on the ground and up in the trees.

			“Sometimes they linger,” he whispered. “Sometimes they stick around one place, especially if they’re hunting.”

			He guided farther down the path to a small cluster of trees, where, even in the dark, Poe could see a familiar bundle of netting hanging from a branch. She froze, lifting her lantern only enough whereas Rex raised his all the way. The next breeze that picked up sent the bundle swinging and they could see the massive hole on the side of it … the torn, frayed ends hanging out by the sides. Rex approached the side of the tree where the rope was and lowered it down. Poe watched that familiar trap come down, the holey netting bouncing up and down like a mouth eating or laughing.

			Poe joined Rex at the scene as he turned the netting this way and that, inspecting the rope ends and brushing them with his fingers.

			“Torn right through,” he commented. “Either torn by claws or bitten by teeth. It’s hard to tell. Most likely by claws. There’s no trace of saliva here… could not have been bitten. No traces of fur or anything.”

			Poe looked at everything he did, keeping up.

			“Some have fur. Some do not. I saw one furrier and bigger than a bear. But I did not catch that one.”

			Poe helped him bring the netting down and tie it into a bundle for carrying.

			“Come, there’s another one a little ways ahead.”

			They passed through the tree cluster and back around to some small hills and a bridge. They crossed the bridge, their footsteps creaking and groaning under them. Rex tensed, stopping and putting an arm out in front of Poe.

			“Look,” he whispered.

			Poe thought she saw a shadow dance across the grass, and when she went to move her lantern, he pushed it down.

			“Steady, we don’t want to scare it off.”

			He gestured for her to follow, and they crept off the bridge toward whatever Rex saw. Poe stared at nothing but darkness. But Rex had found something to focus on. He reached into his bag and pulled out a mason jar. He half turned his head so that he was speaking to Poe out of the corner of his mouth.

			“Come up here,” he said. “Quietly. I want you to raise your light this way just a little, only a little, and keep it there until I say to move it. You’ll see it. Don’t make any noise.”

			Poe tip-toed forward, keeping steady, lifting her lantern, and then stopping at the part of the darkness that moved and opened into a big hole.

			It looked like a little scribble on paper that floated off the page, but it was nothing but smoke. It could have tiny arms and legs… but it mostly just had a big open mouth. It opened that mouth wider, revealing tiny sharp teeth, emitting a hissing noise that sounded like steam.

			“Easy,” Rex coached. “Walk toward it with the light. Bring it over to me.”

			Poe steadied her lantern on this thing, this tiny thing that seemed to be all mouth now, nothing but a mouth wanting to bite. It scuttled backward with Poe’s advance, hissing at her and trying to tear at the light with its jaws. Poe saw Rex come up behind it with the open jar ready, and then, in one quick swoop, he gathered it in the jar and sealed the lid. He and Poe leaned in, Poe’s own mouth open in awe and disbelief.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			“It’s a little snapping shadow. They love to hide in very dark places on the ground and attack things when they’re moving. Pesky things. When they bite, it feels more like sunburn. They can’t tear at flesh, but they still can leave marks that can’t be explained otherwise.”

			Rex held the jar out to Poe, allowing her to take it to view for herself. 

			“Hang on to it. Watch its movements and how fluid it is. They’re fast, but slow at times.”

			And so Poe tucked the creature of shadows under her arm, watching what looked like smoke swirling around in the jar. Every few minutes the smoke would open up an angry, spike-lined mouth and snap at nothing, anything, fury at its capture. Poe would watch it and watch where Rex was taking them, one after the other.

			“You see, I am a cryptid and spirit hunter. I have been hired by the town mayor to study the things that come out around here. It’s greater than anything I had ever done before. So I needed an assistant.”

			Rex shined his lantern on the remains of a squirrel in the road turned into carnage from something other than roadkill. All that remained was its tail and back legs, the top half torn away.

			“Cryptid and spirit?” Poe asked.

			“Oh yeah, all kinds of things. This place, this town, is in an area that is very susceptible to the strange and the otherworldly. It is located right on the edge between realms, so it gets a lot of … visitors. There is one time of year when the veil between worlds is thinnest, and they all come out full force. It’s called The Night of Passing, and it is like a full invasion.”

			Rex pointed out the houses they passed.

			“But every night, right after dusk, everybody boards up their homes and goes into hiding. It’s called the nightly Shut-In. No one is safe being out after dark. This town learned it the hard way years ago, and it has been this way ever since.”

			Rex stopped her before a patch of earth that had something only he could see. He leaned in, frowning.

			“Nothing fell in there this time. Let’s move on.”

			As Poe passed, she glimpsed the jagged spikes lining the bottom.

			“Whoa.”

			“I cover all that during the day,” Rex continued. “There’s one more trap.”

			The ground underneath them slanted, moving them in a downward path into a valley. Rex took to using his spear as a walking stick as the ground turned bumpy and uneven, and Poe followed suit. With her lantern around her right arm holding the spear-stick, she turned her attention to the thing she had in a jar in her left. It looked like she only had a jar of smoke that every once in a while opened up to show teeth. What was Rex to do with it? She wished she had a camera on her to take a photo. See? She wanted to show the world. She wasn’t the only one who saw things.

			Rex stopped walking abruptly and held a hand out to Poe.

			“Shhh.”

			Poe looked ahead, where a pond had mostly dried out enough to become a murky marsh. There were stumps and logs scattered throughout, but nothing else. Rex kept his lantern steady, though he was shaking a little. 

			“There,” he said in a hush. “Gently. Do you see it?”

			He guided her lantern to his level carefully, to where the bunch of logs sat, to reveal one of them was not a log. It could have passed for one, even in the daylight, with its wrinkled leathery skin, though she did not know any trees that were that red in color. Its back was turned to them with its head drooped down to its chest, and it appeared to be sleeping. 

			“That’s a flyer all right,” Rex said. “Almost sure of it. Do you see its wings?”

			Poe raised her light just a little higher enough to see the two shapes that made up the bulk of its body staked right in the ground like anchors. There
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