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        The world moves in shades of green and red. The moon is never far away. The ravens are always watching, with one eye for danger, for wisdom, for moments in history.

        

        Time holds no power here, in the liminal spaces; only the soul ticks on.

        

        Good of you to join us at last.

        

        - O
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      The fire smoked and spat into the October darkness. Several soul-weary prospectors stared at the flames, searching for answers they’d never find. One of them, Thomas Burbick, sat apart from the others, close enough to benefit from the fire’s warmth but far enough that no one could mistake him for part of their circle. He hugged his knees to his chest as the light danced across the other weathered faces.

      “You hear about Henry Marshall?” said McCready, a broad-shouldered young man from Pennsylvania. He poked at the fire with a stick, sending up a flock of orange embers. “They found his remains three days ago, near North Fork.”

      “What was left?” asked an older man Tom didn’t know. He recoiled at the strange hunger on the man’s face.

      “Pieces,” McCready sighed. “Mountain lion, they say. But I don’t buy it.”

      Tom shifted his weight on the cold ground. His stomach growled loud enough that he was sure they could hear it over the fire. The other men stopped sharing their supplies after they caught him sifting through tailings at Miller’s Lane, somewhere he had no right to be. He hadn’t even found anything, but he was an outcast now. Forced to cling to the edges, and listen.

      “What do you think it was?” the old prospector asked McCready.

      The younger man was quiet for a long moment, lost in the flames. “My Pa used to tell stories back in the old country. About men who weren’t quite men when the moon came out.”

      Someone sitting beyond the firelight laughed, a bitter sound. “You believe that horseshit, kid?”

      “I believe Henry Marshall’s dead.” McCready’s voice had gone low and serious. “And I believe in staying close to camp when the moon’s full and the night’s dark.”

      Tom almost spoke up then. Almost told them he’d rather be out there than sit here listening to scary stories. But he held his tongue. They’d only mock him for it, or worse, they might guess how desperate he really was. He’d been here for six months. Six months, and all he had to show for it were raw hands, worn boots, and a pan with a crack in it.

      “Nothing out there but shadows and stupid men,” another voice spoke up from across the fire. Tom knew it instantly, Karl Jensen, a Dutchman who’d struck it lucky last month and would let no one forget it. “The shadows don’t hurt nobody. The stupid men, they hurt themselves.”

      “Henry weren’t stupid.”

      “He was out at night, wasn’t he?” Jensen spat into the fire. “That’s stupid enough.”

      “Why? What happens at night?”

      “Nothing happens,” Jensen threw a handful of dirt into the fire. “That’s the damn point. Can’t see colour in your pan by moonlight. Can’t spot the gold from the pyrite. Waste of time.”

      “Not just that,” McCready was still staring into the flames. “There are things that move in the dark up here. Things that know these mountains better than we do. Things that were here long before we came along.”

      Tom shivered. He pictured his wife, Harriet, back in Ohio. She’d be putting the children to bed right about now. Little George would ask for a story. Alice would be clutching that rag doll she loved. And here he was, thousands of miles away, sitting in the dirt with nothing to show for it but the contempt of men he didn’t even like.

      “I heard tell,” said another prospector, a man with a grey beard, “that there’s a curse on these hills. That the gold belongs to the mountain, and the mountain don’t take kindly to thieves.”

      “The mountain can go to hell,” Jensen spat. “I’ll take what I can find.”

      “You might not be the one doing the taking,” the man replied. “Might be you get took instead.”

      “Shut up and go to sleep.” Jensen stood and brushed off his pants. “Rest of you can sit here fooling each other like children. I got an early start tomorrow.”

      The fire popped loudly, and Tom jumped as though he’d been shot at. The others laughed.

      McCready stood up slowly. He looked directly at Tom for the first time all evening. His eyes were hard and sad at the same time. “You going out tonight, Burbick?”

      The question hung in the air. Every man around the fire turned to look at Tom. His face got hot despite the cold.

      “Maybe,” Tom whispered. “Might wait till morning.”

      “You’d be smart to wait,” McCready crossed his arms. “Real smart.”

      “He ain’t got a choice,” someone muttered. “Nobody wants a thief working upstream.”

      Tom got to his feet, his fists clenched. “Do I look like I got a crate full of gold to you?”

      “Save it,” Jensen puffed out his chest. “We all know what you are. Fool.”

      Tom wanted to shout at them, to tell them about Harriet and the children, about the farm back in New Lisbon that was going under, about how his brother had begged him not to come west. He wanted to make them understand he wasn’t a thief. He’d just run out of choices.

      But he didn’t say any of that. He just turned and walked away from the fire, into the darkness beyond the camp.

      “Burbick,” McCready called after him. “You go out there tonight, you stay near the river. You hear something in the trees, anything at all, you run. You understand me?”

      Tom didn’t answer. He kept walking until the firelight was just a dim glow behind him, until the voices merged into the sound of wind through the ponderosa pines.

      After reaching the bend in the river, just south of North Fork, Tom dipped his prospecting pan into the cold water, his hands raw from weeks of sifting Sierra gravel. Clouds raced across the moon, plunging the far bank into shadow, then revealing it again, the tall pines swaying in the breeze, broken teeth against the sky.

      He’d spent half a year living the stone and hammer life of a prospector chasing a golden dream. Dream. More like a nightmare. His clothes were little more than rags; he hadn’t eaten in days. He was running out of options.

      He thought about the talk around the fire; it was the same every night now. Ghost stories. That’s all it was. Men got spooked out here in the wilderness, started seeing things that weren’t there. Started believing in curses and monsters.

      Tom swirled his pan again, the sediment spiralling away in the current. There was nothing out here but rock and water and the endless hope of a few flakes of gold that everyone else had missed.

      The moon broke free of the clouds once more. A yell came from somewhere deep within the trees and echoed around the valley. Raw and animal. Tom leapt, and his rusted pan slipped from his grip. It cracked against a granite boulder at the river’s edge, spilling worthless grit everywhere. He let out his own shrill cry, packed full of hunger, frustration, and fear.

      “Burbick, what are you doing? You’d have better luck pulling teeth from a bluegill!” Tom cursed himself. He spat the words into the darkness and smacked himself on the side of the head. He kicked his pan and sent it spinning toward the trees.

      “Damned thing,” he muttered, then caught himself. “I’m sorry, old friend. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

      It may have been a useless old sifting plate, but it was his only companion, this far away from home. Tears drew thin, wet lines down his sallow face. He chased it down, bent over, and clutched the broken bowl to his chest. Behind him, the river moved silently, a snake on a midnight hunt.

      Tom drew in a handful of rattling breaths as the clouds took over the sky once more.

      “Harriet, darling, forgive me. I’ll come home. I’ll come home right now. James was right. That brother of mine was born with more smarts than I’ll ever have.”

      That’s when the naked man tumbled from the pines onto the stony shoreline. He was lean and corded, all muscle and sinew worn down to nothing. He scraped his knees on the loose stones, leaving dark smears. The two of them stared at each other, heaving chests and flowing water the only sounds. Blood trickled down the naked man’s shins. It was difficult to know who was more shocked.

      The stranger fell to his knees, desperate and pleading.

      “I tried to get far enough away,” he whispered. “God help me, I tried.”

      “Henry?” Tom barely recognised the man before him. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “Dead?” Henry Marshall’s laugh was hollow and bitter. “I should be. I wish I were.”

      He roared in pain, back arching, mouth open.

      “Get gone,” Henry rasped, staggering to his feet. He smelled of piss and dirt. “Tom, please.”

      Before Tom could move, the clouds parted.

      “Go!” The word tore from Henry’s dry throat.

      Tom watched, horrified, as moonlight struck the man’s left side. Where the silver light touched his skin, his face twisted into a muzzle. But the side in shadow remained human, one eye wide open and full of fear, the other turned yellow and menacing. Bone cracked like green wood on a fire. He collapsed on all fours, his back exposed to the bright moon. Mottled patches of thick grey hair erupted across his skin. His arms stretched, tendons creaked as they pulled taut. Sharp black claws burst from his fingertips, rupturing flesh. His legs twisted behind him, feet splayed into paws. The transformed man hunched over in the full glow of the moon. Pebbles shifted beneath his weight. His chest heaved as he sniffed the air, and his sharp eyes settled upon the only other living creature in the area.

      Tom clutched his pan tighter, paralyzed with fear, as the man-wolf rose to its full height before him, standing taller than a grizzly on its hind legs. Saliva dripped from its fangs. The beast let out a deafening howl; it had a target in its sights.

      The creature sprang forward. Tom had no time to react.

      In his last seconds, as claws tore his chest wide open, and teeth found his throat, Tom saw Harriet and the children. His wife wore white, her long blonde hair lit by a sunrise he would never see. She held her hand out toward him. He didn’t have the strength to take it. Wordlessly, he said goodbye.

      As the beast dragged Tom’s body over the rough stones toward the river, gold-dust stars scattered across the black velvet sky. The only fortune he ever found.
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      Jane inherited three things from her father: a fortune, an insatiable curiosity, and a leather-bound book. The first had afforded her the means to pursue the second, and the third, Professor Eugene Heap’s Comparative Studies in Northern Folklore, had brought her to Tønsberg, in search of something truly magnificent.

      She had already documented fairy circles in the Scottish Highlands, measured standing stones in Cornwall, and catalogued unusual plant specimens in the marshlands of Kent. But now, Jane was searching for something bigger. Much bigger.

      After a short walk from the harbour, she arrived at the Odin’s Rest tavern, a rickety wooden building leaning towards the water. It smelled of salt air and whale fat. Jane pushed open the door, notebook at the ready, and dropped her sturdy travel case beside her feet.

      A broad-shouldered man with a thin, pinched nose looked up from behind the counter. His expression was polite but measured.

      “Good afternoon,” Jane announced in her clearest English, then attempted Norwegian, “God ettermiddag. I require lodgings, if you please.”

      The innkeeper’s eyebrows rose at her accent, but he pressed his hand to his chest and responded in serviceable English. “Kjetel Olavson. I have rooms available.”

      “Perfect. I’m Lady Jane Wethering, from London.” She set her notebook on her case and pulled off her gloves. “I’m here to study the local folklore.” She leaned forward and whispered, “I’m going to find Hagthorn, the troll.”

      The warmth in Kjetel’s expression cooled instantly. “Who told you about him?”

      “I’ve studied Professor Heap’s work extensively, as well as Collingbourne and Teppler. Are you familiar?”

      “Fairy tales. There are easier ways to waste your time, Lady.”

      “Waste my time?” Jane beamed despite Kjetel’s flat expression. “With proper scientific observation, we might integrate magical beings into modern understanding. Imagine how wonderful that would be.”

      “You’ll want the second room on the left.” Kjetel placed a heavy iron key on the counter with a thud. “Supper is at seven.”

      “Splendid,” Jane clapped her hands. “We’ll talk more then.”

      Jane spent the afternoon exploring Tønsberg. The town was everything she’d hoped for, authentic and unspoiled. It may have seen better times in the past, but it was still rich in an atmosphere that London just couldn’t match. She sketched the distinctive, ramshackle buildings, some of which were centuries old, and the deeply stained and rusting whaling vessels crowding the harbour.

      The locals responded to her questions with polite brevity before returning to their work. A bearded fisherman in a green woollen hat didn’t look up, but pointed vaguely toward the nearby hills when she asked about trolls. An elderly man smoking a pipe stood abruptly, grumbled something in gruff Norwegian, and stormed off at the mention of Hagthorn.

      By seven o’clock, darkness had fallen. The tavern’s bar area, a small room with low tables, worn seats, and an old bronze horn hanging on a leather strap above the counter, was lit by dirty oil lamps. Kjetel was pouring drinks for a red-haired man reeking of fish. They were deep in conversation.

      “-can’t wait any longer,” the man said in a hushed voice. “The crew is getting desperate. We need it tonight.”

      “I understand. It will be done.”

      Both men fell silent as Jane approached. The red-haired man took one last meaningful look at Kjetel and left without another word.

      Jane waited until he’d gone, then leaned against the bar. “What can you tell me about Hagthorn? My research suggests he spends his nights stalking the hills to the north. Is that right?”

      The room fell silent; every face turned towards Jane.

      Kjetel was the first to speak. “This is not a night for discussing trolls.”

      “No?” Jane held Kjetel in her gaze. “In that case, I’ll have an aquavit and soda water, please.”

      Kjetel poured golden liquid into a glass and added a dash of fizzy water. Jane took the drink, found a table in the far corner of the room and kept a close watch on the host. For his part, Kjetel busied himself with cleaning, occasionally topping up Jane’s drink, and never quite catching her eye.

      “I have to close now, Lady. Perhaps you should go to bed?”

      “Perhaps.” Jane stared at the bottom of her glass. “Where is Hagthorn?”

      “Please don’t do this.”

      Something in Kjetel’s tone almost made Jane sorry for him. Almost.

      “I came to see a troll,” Jane put the glass down. “And that is precisely what I will do. With or without you.”

      “I cannot guarantee your safety.”

      “I do not ask you to.”

      “Keep your distance.” Kjetel sighed, “And try not to judge us.”

      Kjetel left. It took all of Jane’s willpower not to chase straight after him. She waited what she considered to be a polite amount of time then stood, went to her rooms, gathered her notebook, and her winter cloak. She slipped on her sturdy walking boots and a pair of wool-lined gloves. It was time to find a troll.

      Outside, the bright moon smiled between sweeping clouds, and Jane ventured up the snowy path into the skeletal forest. The route was treacherous, steps roughly hewn from dark stone beneath compacted snow. There were dozens of fresh footprints.

      At the top of the first ridge, the ground shook. Jane threw out her arms and barely kept her feet. The ground shook once more, but with less ferocity. She took a few tentative steps, then continued along the path, refusing to admit how scared she was. Instead, she focused on the weather. The Norwegian cold differed from the English; it was sharper, cleaner, more honest somehow.

      Some way ahead, a single sharp note from a horn pierced the night and punctured Jane’s concentration. Her pulse quickened. She hurried forward, nearly stumbling on the uneven path.

      “Careful,” she muttered. “Pay attention, or you’ll break your neck.”

      She followed the sound of the horn until she arrived at a natural plateau. There in the centre all alone was an immense, craggy creature. It exhaled, and the air grew colder. Steam rose from its stone-grey skin as it collapsed against an ancient spruce. It turned away from her, revealing scars slashed across its back and legs. A dark, viscous liquid seeped from open wounds on both ankles.

      Jane faltered. This was exactly why she’d travelled all this way, and yet it wasn’t at all how she’d imagined it would be. On the boat over, she dreamt she would find the troll sitting peacefully outside of its cave. She’d walk up to it with great care, and use the Trollish phrases from Teppler’s grammar, and the runes she’d copied from Collingbourne’s work to conduct a polite and enlightening conversation. Scholar to subject.

      None of that was possible now. The hulking creature was panting and moaning to itself. It did not look well at all.

      “Hagthorn,” she whispered. The creature didn’t respond.

      She followed the gashes on its body. These weren’t the marks of a hard life in the mountains. These were deliberate cuts. Calculated.

      “You poor thing,” Jane’s words chilled in the night air. “What happened to you?”

      Her hand trembled as she held it out, palm up, then pressed it against Hagthorn’s warm, rough skin. The troll flinched but otherwise ignored her, staring up at the moon and stars. A rhythmic scraping of stone on stone broke the stilted silence. The troll was weeping.

      She pulled away. Her fingers had gone numb. She flexed them until sensation returned, then took out her notepad and charcoal. She sketched quickly in the moonlight, the massive skull, the granite-textured skin, the mossy beard growing around its face. Her charcoal moved faster than her thoughts, as she tried to catalogue what her scientific training couldn’t explain.

      “Is there a possible lineage with troglodytes?” She chewed the charcoal’s end as she considered the implications. The ankle wounds went into her notepad next. Why they bothered her so much, she couldn’t say.

      Too preoccupied, Jane didn’t see the first arrow strike the troll’s thigh. Didn’t see the attached rope go taut. She barely registered the second and third arrows piercing stone-flesh.

      The troll’s wail filled the plateau, a bitter, tearful shriek that wasn’t quite human or animal, yet carried the weight and sorrow of both.

      By the time the fourth arrow sailed through the frigid air, Jane spotted the archer. Beard, green hat. The fisherman from the harbour. He released another arrow. This one punctured the troll’s upper arm.

      Hagthorn lumbered to its feet, attempting to snap off the arrows while calling out in that terrible voice. As soon as it plucked one free, three more struck home.

      A dozen other townsfolk emerged from the darkness and rushed the troll. They grabbed dangling ropes and encircled the creature, ducking through its legs, binding it tighter. They moved with the precision of a well-practiced squad.

      “Stop!” Jane’s voice cut through the night. “Stop this at once!”

      No one looked at her. The fisherman simply notched another arrow.

      From further down the path, someone blew another long note on the horn. The sound broke through the night and froze the troll mid-struggle. The creature became docile as the throaty call of the instrument blasted through the night. The ropes held firm. The arrows protruded at all angles.

      Jane ran forward and grabbed a rope, trying to pull it loose. She slackened it a little, but then someone caught her wrist, firm, not cruel, and moved her aside as though she were a child. The woman who’d done it didn’t acknowledge Jane, simply returned to her work securing the knots.

      “Please!” Jane’s voice broke. “You’re hurting it!”

      The horn grew louder. The troll’s breathing slowed. Kjetel Olavson arrived through the trees, playing the lur as he strode up the path. He passed within feet of Jane without looking at her. His expression fell somewhere between pride and fear.

      Kjetel stopped, lowered the lur, letting it hang on its strap by his side, and waited. Behind him came a brown-haired boy with the same thin nose and wide eyes as the innkeeper. He held two small metallic objects, one in each hand.

      “Deliver the taps,” Kjetel announced, his voice steady. He lifted the lur and blasted four quick notes. The boy carried the objects to the red-haired man standing beside the subdued troll, then retreated, bowed to Kjetel, and took his place at the back of the procession.

      Jane lunged forward again. “No! I won’t let you.”

      Two men caught her arms this time, holding her back. Not roughly, but with the same calm efficiency they’d shown with the ropes. She struggled against them, kicked out, but they didn’t flinch.

      “Taps received,” the red-haired man announced with a look of grim satisfaction. He turned and drove both metal spigots deep into the troll’s ankles, into the wounds already bleeding there.

      The troll’s cry was a sound of pure confusion and agony. It tried to pull away, but the ropes held. Its massive head turned from side to side, searching for mercy.

      “Please stop!” Jane sobbed, tears freezing on her cheeks. “It doesn’t understand. Can’t you see? It doesn’t understand what you’re doing to it!”

      The men holding her remained silent. Their faces were blank, focused on the ritual.

      The old fisherman Jane spoke to at the harbour stepped forward, his pipe still clamped between his teeth. He placed a wooden pail beneath the troll’s ankle and twisted the tap. Thick, oily blood flowed from the wound. The troll whimpered, a tiny, helpless sound from such an enormous being.

      Two women approached with shears and began cutting hair from the troll’s head. Another collected it in a jar as it fell. Everything was methodical, rehearsed.

      Jane wrenched free and threw herself at the ropes again, pulling with all her strength. They didn’t budge. Neither did the troll. She grabbed at the tap, but the red-haired man blocked her.

      “Enough.” His voice was calm, and that made Jane furious.

      “Monsters!” she screamed at them all. “All of you! This is barbaric.”

      Kjetel finally acknowledged her. “Go home, Lady. You don’t understand our ways.”

      “I understand cruelty when I see it.”

      “Do you?” Kjetel’s voice was flat. “This creature could destroy our small town in a single night. This is survival.”

      “It’s torture!”

      The troll let out another pitiful sound. Blood continued to flow into the pail, which was nearly full now. Someone brought a second bucket.

      “We’re not killing it.”

      “No, this is worse. You’re keeping it weak and helpless. Why?”

      “Dead, it’s worthless.” Kjetel stared at the troll. “Alive, it means more than gold or whale oil.”

      Jane looked around wildly, at the townsfolk calmly going about their work, at the docile troll bleeding and weeping, at the forest around them offering nothing but silence. She was one woman against a dozen people who’d been doing this for generations. She had no power here. No authority. Nothing.

      The troll’s eyes found her across the clearing. They were brown like hers, and in them she saw something she’d never forget, not anger, not even fear. Just confusion. Why? She didn’t have an answer.

      Jane grabbed the lur, yanked it free from Kjetel’s shoulder and threw it with all her strength. It flew away into the darkness of the undergrowth. Freed from its trance, the troll convulsed until one rope creaked and another snapped.

      “Hold it!” the fisherman with the bow shouted.

      But the troll was pulling now, thrashing, the power of the lur fading fast. Another rope snapped. Then another. The townsfolk scattered as the creature tore free, blood still streaming from its ankles, arrows still embedded in its flesh.

      It didn’t attack. It just ran; stumbling, wounded, confused. Vanishing into the darkness of the forest.

      “After it!” the red-haired man hollered, and the townsfolk sped off after the troll.

      Kjetel turned to Jane, his expression sour. “Leave Norway, Lady, before you become part of this too.” He paused. “You may think we’re monsters. Perhaps we are. But we’re the monsters without a choice.”

      He sped off after the lur, leaving Jane by herself in the cold and dark, far from home. Kjetel believed he had no choice, but she did; she could follow or leave. She turned toward the town, had no interest in seeing more torture tonight.

      As she descended, her boots slipped on loose stones. She caught herself against a pine trunk, bark scraping her palm. Behind her, the shouting had faded into the distance. She was left with just her own ragged breathing and the wind through the trees.

      She tried to take another step. Her legs wouldn’t obey.

      The world tilted. She slid down the trunk until she was sitting in the snow, her fine cloak tangled around her knees. Her pulse quickened. The troll’s scream echoed in her skull. That helpless, confused sound as they drove the taps into its ankles. The casual way the old fisherman had positioned his bucket beneath the flowing blood. The woman collecting hair in a jar, movements as practised as any surgeon.

      In the distance, the lur’s deep, haunting call rang out once more and echoed around the hillside. They must be close to recapturing Hagthorn.

      Jane’s stomach heaved. She turned her head and vomited into the snow.

      When she could breathe again, she stared at her hands. They were the same hands that had sketched the troll just an hour ago. The same hands that had touched its uneven skin with such confidence, such certainty that she understood the world.

      She understood nothing.

      Jane dragged herself to her feet. Her legs responded as though they belonged to someone else. She walked down the mountain path. Each step was mechanical. Above her, two ravens watched from a frost-coated spruce.

      At the Odin’s Rest, Jane went straight to her room and passed out on the bed. She woke a few hours later, packed her belongings and was making her way downstairs when she spotted a line of exhausted people trudging down from the hills in
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