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Author's Note
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Eureka Springs, Arkansas is a real place, and I've tried to get the bones of it right — the limestone stairways stacked up the hillside, the Victorian gingerbread trim, the springs themselves, the town's genuine and long-standing reputation as a haven for LGBTQ+ folks and neo-pagans in the middle of the Bible Belt. Everything else — every character, every congregation, every council seat, and certainly every monster — is invented. This is not a book about anyone who has ever actually lived there.

The creature in these pages is my own invention, built out of real Ozark folk tradition rather than borrowed from somewhere it doesn't belong. Ozark hill culture has its own deep, well-documented history of folk magic — granny witches, water witching, hex-craft, debts owed to the land and the dead — recorded seriously by folklorists like Vance Randolph decades before it became anyone's Halloween aesthetic. The Wampus you'll meet in this book grows out of that soil specifically. It is not a retelling of anyone's living spiritual tradition, and it isn't meant to stand in for one.

This is a violent book about a violent subject: what a frightened, self-righteous community is capable of doing to the people it has already decided don't belong, and what it's capable of doing to itself once the fear runs out of other targets. There's graphic body horror in here, and there's a lynching in here, played straight and ugly and without any catharsis on offer, because I don't think that particular American reflex has earned one. If either of those things isn't what you're looking for tonight, I understand completely, and I hope you'll pick this up another time when they are.

For everyone else — welcome back to Eureka Springs. Lock the door behind you. It won't help, but lock it anyway.
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Prologue
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Carroll County, Arkansas Territory — 1887

The child was dying, and Abram Corvell had already tried everything a God-fearing man was supposed to try, which was to say prayer, and patience, and the bitter roots the granny woman two hollows over sold him for a price he couldn't rightly afford, and none of it had done one thing to stop the fever eating his youngest daughter from the inside out.

So on the ninth night, with Sarah Corvell's breath gone thin and rattling in a way Abram recognized from two other children he'd already buried, he did the thing his own father had warned him never to do, and walked out past the fence line into the deep hollow where the old spring ran black some mornings and clear others, and he knelt down in the mud, and he asked.

He never told a living soul exactly what answered him. His wife, Dovey, pressed him on it for the rest of her life and never once got a straight accounting. What he did tell her, on the single occasion he spoke of it at all, was that the hollow had a voice the way a held breath has a shape, and that the voice had told him the fever would break by morning, and that it had, and that the price for the breaking was not owed that night, nor the next, but would be owed, in full, when the hollow came collecting — and that a Corvell would know the day, because the hollow would send its collector wearing a Corvell's own face to ask for it.

Sarah Corvell lived to be an old woman. She raised six children of her own and buried a husband and never once, in eighty-one years, spoke a word about the fever that had nearly taken her at four years old, because her father made her swear, on the morning after that black night, that she never would.

Abram Corvell did not pay the debt. He told himself, in the sound, practical way of a man who has gotten what he wanted and would rather not examine the cost too closely, that a voice in a hollow was no different than a bank note with no bank behind it — a thing a man could simply decline to honor, provided he was careful never to go back and ask for anything else. He moved his family two counties over inside the year. He did not speak of the hollow again before he died, of ordinary old age, in 1919, in a bed a hundred miles from Carroll County, believing, right up to his last breath, that he had gotten away with something.

He had not.

The hollow does not forget an unpaid debt. It does not forgive one, either, and it does not collect from the man who made the bargain if that man has had the poor manners to go and die of natural causes before the account comes due. It waits instead — patient in the way that only a thing rooted in stone and old water can be patient — and it collects, eventually, from whoever is left standing in the debtor's blood when the waiting is finally, finally over.

It had been waiting a hundred and thirty-seven years.

It had, at long last, in the autumn Ruth Sutter died and her grandson came home for the funeral, begun to feel the account come due.

PART ONE: HOMECOMING
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Chapter 1
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The bus dropped Micah Sutter at the corner of Spring and Main a little after four in the afternoon, and the first thing he noticed — before the gingerbread trim, before the limestone stairs stacked up the hillside like something out of a fever dream, before any of it — was that the light here still did the thing he remembered. That late-October slant, gold going toward bronze, falling through the trees onto Victorian rooflines in a way that made the whole town look embalmed rather than merely old. He'd forgotten that. Twelve years in Florida and then Arizona, and he'd forgotten that Eureka Springs light didn't fall so much as it settled, like dust, like something that had been doing this exact same thing to this exact same street for a hundred and fifty years and saw no reason to change its habits now.

He picked his bag up off the sidewalk and stood there a minute longer than he needed to, letting the town do what it was clearly going to do to him whether he braced for it or not.

His grandmother was dead. That was the whole of the reason he was standing here instead of in his apartment in Tempe grading undergrad papers on gender performativity in Southern Baptist youth ministry — a topic, he thought with the black humor that grief sometimes handed you, that was about to get far more field research than he'd bargained for. Ruth Sutter had raised him from the time he was six, after his mother's arrest and his father's long, slow disappearing act, in a house two blocks up from where he was standing now, and she had died on a Tuesday in her sleep at eighty-one years old, which the hospice nurse had called “about as good as it gets,” and which Micah had not yet found a way to feel as anything other than a hole in the middle of his chest with cold air moving through it.

The funeral was tomorrow. He had three days, maybe four, and then a flight back to a life that had felt, for the entire duration of the bus ride from the airport in Fayetteville, increasingly abstract — like something he'd invented to have somewhere to be that wasn't here.

He started walking up the hill toward Ruth's house, and Eureka Springs walked with him, the way it always had, close and watchful and strange.

The town hadn't changed in the ways that mattered, and had changed enormously in the ways that didn't. There were more crystal shops now, more tarot readers with hand-lettered signs, more rainbow flags hung with the defiant permanence of people who'd hung them expecting a fight and gotten one. There was a new coffee shop where the old hardware store used to be, all reclaimed wood and pour-over menus, and Micah felt a small, complicated grief about that too, stacked on top of the larger one, the way grief tended to do — build itself a little nest of smaller griefs to keep it company.

What hadn't changed was the shape of the place. The hollows. The way the town clung to its hillsides instead of spreading out flat and sensible the way towns were supposed to, so that half of Eureka Springs was always looking down at the other half, and the woods came right up to the edge of everything, dark and close, the way they never quite did in a normal town. Micah had grown up believing that was just what a place looked like. It had taken him years away from it — years of flat Florida scrubland and then flatter Arizona desert — to understand that most places were not, in fact, built like something was meant to be kept out.

Or in.

He caught himself on that thought and didn't like where it had come from, and kept walking.

He heard the Preacher before he saw him.

It carried, the way a certain kind of voice was built to carry — trained on it, honed on it, forty years of Sunday mornings teaching a man exactly how to throw his voice down a limestone street so that God's opinion of you arrived at your door whether you'd invited it or not. Micah came around the corner onto Main and there he was, standing on the courthouse steps with a hand-lettered sign propped against his leg and a small, unhappy crowd arranged in a loose half-moon in front of him — some of them arguing back, most of them just watching the way you watched a car wreck, unable to look away from something that was clearly going to end badly for somebody.

“—an abomination the Lord Himself named in His own word, and this town, this town has decided to throw open its arms to it, to dress it up in glitter and call it a blessing—”

Micah didn't need to see the sign to know roughly what it said. He'd grown up watching men build entire careers on this exact cadence, this exact rhythm of righteous disgust, and something in him — old, tired, twenty years in the making — simply refused to walk past it without stopping, the way it always had, the way it probably always would, no matter how many states he put between himself and this sound.

He stopped at the edge of the crowd instead of pushing through it. Watched the Preacher a moment — tall, silver-haired, somewhere in his sixties, wearing the kind of good dark suit that a certain kind of man wore specifically to communicate that his cruelty had been sanctified by tailoring. Micah didn't recognize him. New, then, or new enough — Eureka Springs had had preachers like this before, a rotating cast of them over the years, each one certain he was the first man brave enough to say what needed saying, each one gone within a few years when the town's actual character reasserted itself and the tourist dollars kept flowing toward the rainbow flags rather than away from them.

A young woman near the front of the crowd — pink hair, a jacket covered in pins, couldn't have been more than twenty-two — called out something sharp enough that the Preacher's head snapped toward her like a dog catching a scent.

“You'll get yours,” he told her, not shouting now, quiet instead, which was somehow worse. “All of you will. This town's been playing at things it doesn't understand for a long time now, and the bill's coming due. I can feel it coming due. Something's owed here, and it's fixing to collect.”

It was a strange thing to say. Strange enough that Micah, who had heard a hundred variations of hellfire rhetoric growing up and could usually predict the next line before it landed, found himself actually listening, actually turning the sentence over. Something's owed here. Not a metaphor, not the ordinary apocalyptic filler a man like this reached for on instinct. Said with a exact, personal weight, like the Preacher had a ledger in mind and a collector.

Micah filed it away — old habit, anthropologist's habit, the part of his brain that had spent six years learning to notice when a culture's own words gave away more than the speaker intended — and kept walking, because his grandmother was dead and he had a house to open and a funeral to plan and he did not, whatever else was true, have room today for one more furious man convinced he alone understood the shape of the world.

He'd think about that sentence again in eleven days, when it was much too late to do anything useful with the thinking.

Ruth's house sat where it had always sat, third from the corner on a street steep enough that the sidewalk gave up halfway and turned into stairs, white clapboard gone the soft gray of old bone, a wraparound porch his grandmother had swept every single morning of Micah's childhood whether it needed it or not. The key was where it had always been, under the third flowerpot from the left, because Ruth Sutter had believed in exactly two forms of security — a locked door and a God who was paying attention — and had trusted both about equally.

Inside, the house smelled like her. That was the thing nobody warned you about, Micah thought, standing in the front hall with his bag still on his shoulder. Not the big things — not the empty recliner, not the reading glasses folded on the side table like she'd only just set them down. The smell. Some own combination of Ivory soap and the lavender sachets she'd kept in every drawer and the mustiness of a house built in 1911 that had never once, in its whole life, been properly insulated. It hit him somewhere below his ribs, and he had to stand there a full minute with his eyes shut before he trusted himself to walk any further into it.

He made it as far as the kitchen before the doorbell rang.

The woman on the porch was somewhere in her fifties, silver-streaked hair pulled back, wearing a long skirt with a hem embroidered in small silver moons, and Micah recognized her before she said a word — Dorene Vance, who'd lived two streets over his whole childhood, who Ruth had always described with careful, deliberate neutrality as “involved in the arts community,” which was Ruth's polite way of acknowledging that Dorene ran the town's largest and longest-standing pagan circle without ever having to actually say the word out loud in her own front hallway.

“Micah.” Dorene said his name like she was confirming something to herself as much as greeting him. “You got taller.”

“I was fourteen the last time you saw me. Most people do.”

That got a small, real smile out of her, gone as quickly as it came. “I'm sorry about Ruth. She was good to us, you know. Never agreed with a word we believed, told me so plenty of times, but she was good to us anyway. That's rarer than you'd think, even here.”

“Thank you.” He meant it, and didn't know what else to add to it, and stood in the doorway with the awkwardness of a man who'd been away too long to know what the local customs of grief required of him anymore.

Dorene's eyes went past him, briefly, into the dim hallway, and something crossed her face — there and gone so fast Micah almost missed it, except that reading faces for the thing underneath what people were choosing to say was, professionally speaking, most of what he did for a living.

“You heard the Preacher's out on Main again today,” she said. Careful. Testing the water.

“Hard to miss him.”

“He's not wrong about everything.” She said it fast, like she wanted it out of her mouth before she could reconsider it. “Not about us, God knows, the man doesn't know the first thing about us. But something's been moving in the hills the last few weeks. Ask anybody who keeps stock out past the old highway. Ask the Renfros — they lost two goats in one night, and not to a coyote, not with what was left of them after.” She looked at him a long moment, and Micah understood, with the chill of a person suddenly seeing themselves as someone else has already decided to see them, that Dorene Vance was not making conversation.

“Your grandmother used to say you were the only person in this family who ever actually listened when the land was trying to tell you something,” she said. “I don't guess a few extra days in town would hurt anything. While you're settling the estate.”

“Dorene—”

“Just come by the shop before you leave,” she said, already turning to go, already halfway down the porch steps. “That's all I'm asking. Come by before you go back to Arizona and forget all this again the way this town always lets people do.”

She left him standing in his dead grandmother's doorway with the October light going orange behind her, and somewhere far off — far enough that he told himself immediately it must have been a dog, must have been anything else — something in the hills above the town made a sound Micah Sutter did not have a name for, and did not, that first evening home, let himself go looking for one.
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Dustin Renfro had not meant to be out past curfew, not really — his father's curfew, not any official town ordinance, though within a week those two things would become, in this family's private grief, indistinguishable from each other. He'd only meant to check the fence line one more time before bed, because two goats gone in a week had put a own, gnawing worry in him that sleep kept failing to touch, and because he was seventeen and had convinced himself, the way seventeen convinced a person of most things, that whatever had gotten Bessie and Clover wasn't going to bother a boy with a flashlight and his granddad's old walking stick.

The night was clear and cold enough that his breath fogged in front of the flashlight beam, and the pasture, when he reached it, lay quiet in a way that should have reassured him and instead did the opposite — the held-breath quiet of a held-breath place, no crickets, no distant dog barking two farms over, nothing but his own boots in the frosted grass and the small, tight circle of light he carried in front of him like a shield he only half believed in.

He found what was left of the third goat first, and he had just enough time to understand, with a lurch that dropped straight through his stomach, that this one hadn't been dead long — that whatever had done this might, in fact, still be close — before the flashlight beam swept sideways, catching movement at the tree line, and Dustin Renfro understood, in the single frozen half-second before his body finally remembered how legs worked, that he was looking at something that should not have been possible to look at.

It did not rush him. That was the detail his mind kept snagging on, uselessly, even as every other part of him screamed to run — that the thing coming out of the tree line moved with no exact hurry at all, unfolding itself from something low and four-limbed into something taller, wronger, skin sliding loose across a frame that seemed, impossibly, to still be deciding what shape it actually wanted, and it watched him the whole time it approached with an attention that had nothing animal in it, patient in a way that made his skin crawl worse than speed ever could have.

He ran. He got maybe thirty yards, flashlight beam bouncing wild and useless off fence posts and frosted grass, before something closed around his ankle with a grip that felt less like teeth or claws and more, in the single confused instant before pain overtook every other sensation, like a hand — a hand too large, too strong, fingers wrapping all the way around with room to spare, pulling him down into the cold grass with a patience that had already, somewhere in its ancient calculation, decided it had all the time remaining in this night that it could possibly need.

The flashlight rolled from his grip and came to rest against a fence post, beam angled up into the black sky, and it burned there, steady and useless, long after there was nothing left in that pasture that needed its light.
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