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Dedicated to my mom, who showed me how to be strong.





RULES TO HELP YOU SURVIVE YOUR CAMPING EXPERIENCE


	If the ground is soft from heavy rain, reinforce tent stakes either by weighing them down or by using longer stakes.

	If you’re approached by a stranger offering you a drink from a cup made from a human skull, accept. You will not be able to eat without vomiting for the next twenty-four hours, but this is better than what they will do to you if you refuse.

	To maintain adequate water pressure, don’t split a water hose more than three times.

	If you find yourself surrounded by a group of people whose faces you cannot see no matter how hard you look, give them whatever they request. They will likely ask for an insignificant part of your body. Try not to scream when they cut it off, or they will help themselves to more. Do not refuse or try to escape. They will take far more from you if they must obtain it by force.

	While it can get cold at night, you should never see frost inside your tent. If you do, call the camp emergency number. Stay calm and don’t move. We will come get you.

	Deer do not grow to be the size of a horse. If you see a large deer, do not stare at it or its rider. Be polite if the rider speaks to you. Consider bowing. This is a sign of respect and it may bless you with its favor.

	Plan for a tent or sunshade collapse. Store valuables in strong containers that won’t break if something hits them.

	The woman with extra eyes will help you. You can trust her. If she invites you to her house for tea, accept.

	Finding jelly fungus in the forest is typically nothing to be concerned about. If you find large or multiple patches, however, do not go into the forest alone, and do not leave the light of your campfire after the sun sets. They hunt at night.

	The Lady in Chains is not in distress. Do not try to help her. It is a trap, and she will kill you.







Welcome to Goat Valley

I run a private campground—Goat Valley. It’s about three hundred acres and has been in the family for generations. Over time, that has given the land a special significance: our woods are quiet, the water is fresh, and things that are not entirely human live here. So long as the campground remains in my family, it will stay this way. We are as tied to the land as the creatures that dwell here.

I do what I can to contain the monsters and protect the campers. I have an information pack that I send out to registered visitors ahead of their arrival, which includes useful information, like a map of the campground, a guide to the local town, and some advice that just might keep them alive. It’s entitled “How to Survive Camping.”

Inside is a list of rules.

Some of my rules are mundane suggestions, simple advice to try to keep people from having their tent collapse in a storm, because I’m really tired of having campers complain that their cell phone was ruined by water. You’re outdoors. Sometimes it rains. What did you expect to happen when you stored your seven-hundred-dollar phone inside a thirty-dollar tent that’s really meant for your backyard, during the day, in sunny weather?

The rest of the rules are meant to keep people from being killed by the other inhabitants. Some of you previous visitors might be familiar with a few of them already.

For a while this has helped, but only a little. People don’t respond well to rules. It’s not because people are lazy or stupid—well, sometimes they are—but as a whole simply telling people what to do doesn’t work that well. People need to be motivated and have the ability to do the things being asked of them. Rules don’t target any of that. They create structural restrictions around us, and humanity isn’t as orderly and logical as we want to believe—and we certainly don’t like being told what to do.

But structural changes are the ones I can implement the easiest. There’s things I do other than just making the rules—such as not clearing the poison ivy out from areas known to be dangerous or surfacing the roads leading into the deeper parts of the woods with large gravel. No one likes walking on gravel, especially at night. It’s impossible to see the extra pointy rocks until they’re halfway through the sole of a cheap flip-flop.

I work with the repeat campers too, when I can. One of our most deadly residents is the Thing in the Dark, and I only let my most senior campers stay near it, to keep inexperienced people away. The senior camp might be annoying, arguing with me every year over some issue or another, but they know how to coexist with the inhuman.

Some creatures can’t be contained by clever campsite location management. The Man with No Shadow was one of these. He went from being a nuisance that approached maybe a few campers every year to aggressively trying to take my land away from me. I narrowly managed to get rid of him. I lost my uncle and killed one of my staff members in the process… but keeping old land comes with a price. I pay it because if the creatures weren’t here, they’d be out in the world, in your fields, in your barns, perhaps even in your house. And it would be your loved ones that die, instead of mine. It cost my uncle his life and maybe someday it will take mine.

But not yet.

I learned most of what I do from my parents. There was so much more they were going to teach me after I finished college, but one night my mother left the window open to our house, and the Little Girl who sits outside the house invited herself in and eviscerated her. And then my father was killed by the Beast that stalks the Little Girl. They left me to learn everything on my own… from how to deal with creatures like the Man with the Skull Cup, who I sort of get along with, to new arrivals like the Dancers, who throw amazing parties but also might kill someone. You’ll see.

Unfortunately, since I am merely the manager of the campground and my campers are short-term guests who I only meet for a couple weeks at a time, I have little ability to utilize some of the more effective means of behavioral modification. To really get people to do the right things, I need to start making an impact at the social level, and with event season starting, I’m going to have plenty of opportunities to do so. I have a lot of recurring events in the spring and summer: the Goat Valley Arts Festival, a music festival, and then we have our big event in August, Seasonal War of Royal Divisions (SWORD) for the medieval reenactors. It’s gonna be killer.

But the best way to keep people safe from the monsters is this guidebook that you’re reading. Storytelling is a useful way to affect the individual level, as it builds empathy in the person you’re trying to reach and is sort of a backdoor to the brain to get ideas planted. However, I can’t exactly go around from campsite to campsite and start telling stories to everyone as an unwanted guest. That would be obnoxious. So I started collecting my stories in these guidebooks. I’m hoping that people will actually read them. I’m hoping that you pay attention.

I’m hoping you don’t die.

I’m a campground manager. I don’t have a list of rules because I’m a pedantic asshole. It’s because I fight hard to keep people safe, more than most of my campers probably realize. I have risked my life and I have suffered pain and injury because of it. I’ve lost friends and family. But I’ll keep doing this because the consequences are too severe otherwise, too many people will suffer and die. We’ve forgotten that there are terrible creatures out there, and we believe ourselves the masters of our world.

We could not be more wrong.







PART 1 Spring

A popular season for camping, due to the mild weather. Goat Valley has open camping throughout the spring months, but pay close attention to weather forecasts when planning your visit. Frequent rainstorms can easily ruin a vacation for the unprepared. Monsters active during this season are usually not as violent but are still quite dangerous if handled improperly.
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Structural Incentives and Antisocial Behavior

This year’s camping season at Goat Valley opened at the beginning of March, when the hoarfrost had finally melted and new shoots had started pushing through the earth. The days were getting longer and the winter chill had left. My staff were cheerful. It felt like a time for new beginnings.

But then came the omens.

It started when I was told that a farmer in the area had a dog whose litter of puppies were all stillborn, save for the one that had two heads. A few days later, I found the front gate covered in spiderwebs. Then that same night there was a heavy storm. Hardly unusual for March, but the timing was deeply suspicious.

The thunder woke me an hour before dawn, so after the rain stopped and the sun peeked over the horizon, I opened the garage and drove out on my four-wheeler. We only had a handful of campers present, but I had to make sure that they were okay. It wouldn’t do to start the camping season with a death on the campground.

I’m sure readers of this guidebook are wondering how we stay open when we seem to have campers getting killed in horrible ways left and right. Our numbers aren’t usually that bad. My stories make it seem like I run Camp Sudden Demise, located in the scenic town of Murdersville, but in reality, our death and injury count is only slightly inflated from the surrounding areas. It’s a violent world out there. Even then, most of the campground’s injuries are caused by alcohol and poor decisions on the part of my campers.

Except during bad years.

During bad years, our numbers can double or even triple. And I had my reasons to believe this might be one of them.

The theory of a “bad year” has been in my family for generations. We know it’s happening by intuition, a sense that the land is uneasy and that the inhabitants are restless. I was the first in my family to solidify the theory with data, and sure enough, among the early warning signs was a marked increase in deaths, disappearances, and injuries. Not just unnatural ones, either. Lots more broken legs or people with heatstroke in bad years too. It’s a bad time for everyone.

I do have some help, though. My best asset is the Old Sheriff. He helped my parents and now he helps me. He intended to retire and was training up the New Sheriff as a replacement, but that didn’t quite go as planned. So the Old Sheriff is still my liaison with the town, even if he’d much rather be retired. He knows the deal with Goat Valley. We’re partners. The police and the campground have an arrangement, let’s just say.

Then there is Bryan, my most reliable employee. Bryan isn’t just a good worker—he also has dogs. Very special ones. And wherever Bryan goes, the gigantic black hounds go with him. I find them incredibly useful to have around, as most inhuman creatures would rather flee than deal with them. The people around town probably think them a nuisance, but no one was about to argue with the guy that has a fiercely protective pack of dogs that have somehow lived almost three times longer than any dog had a right to.

But in the morning, it was just me patrolling the campground. The storm had shaken things up a bit, and it didn’t take long to find trouble. A camper was standing in the middle of the road, clutching something to her chest, facing one of our… permanent campground residents. He wore a black hoodie with the hood drawn over his bald head. His face and ears were covered with a multitude of piercings, and plain metal bands were on his fingers, made of a metal that didn’t shine as brightly in the sunlight as it should. In his hands was cradled a cup made out of a human skull. I drove closer, reminding myself that it could always be worse.

The Man with the Skull Cup was quite survivable, so long as the intended victim agreed to take a drink.

I stopped the four-wheeler a polite distance away and waited as he raised his cup to her lips. He was speaking to her, too softly for me to make out the words, his lip piercings faintly catching the scant sunlight making it through the overcast sky. Then, balancing the cup in one hand, he pulled the parcel out of her hands and away from her chest. My heart sank.

It was a book. A guidebook, to be specific, with an alarming number of bookmarks sticking out of its pages. He considered them for a moment, removed one without bothering to look at the pages it marked, and silently handed the book back to her. He walked off, nodding to me as he passed by the four-wheeler.

“Hello, Kate,” he said, a trace of smugness in his voice.

I didn’t reply. We had a bit if history he and I, but I didn’t care to interact with him more than I absolutely had to. I watched him go for a moment, wondering what that was all about, before turning to the camper.

She was almost vibrating with excitement.

“The Man with the Skull Cup!” she exclaimed. “Except… I didn’t see them as a man. Is that normal?”

“It is,” I sighed. “Everyone sees him as someone different. Okay, now that you’ve drunk from the cup—”

“I know. Don’t eat or drink anything for twenty-four hours.”

For a moment I was pleased that the guidebook was working. People were paying attention! They knew what to do when confronted with the inhuman!

“Though I was wondering if you’ve seen the Dancers,” she continued. “I’d like to meet them next.”

And like that, my happiness evaporated.

She was a thrill-seeker. I’m familiar with that subset of my campground visitors. I describe it as antisocial behavior—breaking the rules simply because they don’t like that the rules exist. We have people that return despite having had an encounter with one of my other residents, hoping to see these creatures again. When I was a kid, I once laughed about them and called them crazy. I was parroting something I’d heard my classmates say. My father took me aside and explained that it only seemed crazy because I’d grown up with these things. For everyone else… it was like finding out dinosaurs were still alive. How would I feel if I found a campsite where dinosaurs still roamed? Wouldn’t I want to go there, no matter how dangerous it was?

I think this might have been before I watched Jurassic Park.

“So the bookmarks are…?” I asked.

“All the creatures I want to meet,” she said. “And I just crossed one off the list. Did you see him take the bookmark with him? That was so cool!”

“Yeah,” I replied through clenched teeth. “Why don’t you take a moment to find the bookmark for ‘Kate,’ because you can cross that one off your list while I make a phone call?”

“Oh but I don’t have a bookmark for the camp manager…”

I was already getting off my four-wheeler and walking away. I opened a channel on the radio.

“Bryan, please tell me you’re on the campground,” I said.

“I’m here. Where do you need me?”

“Do you think you could keep someone distracted with the dogs for a few hours while I make sure the rest of the campground is safe? This camper is using the guidebook as a checklist to find creatures. The exact opposite of its intent.”

“Sounds like someone that’d try to pet some bison,” he sighed, sounding resigned. “I’ll be right there.”

I gave him our location and then plastered my best customer service smile across my face as I walked back to the camper to tell her that she’d be able to meet Bryan’s dogs soon, so long as she stayed put. Then I got back on my four-wheeler to complete my patrol of the campground.

“Bryan,” I said over the radio as soon as I was out of earshot. “Try to get her to eat or drink something for me, will you?”

It was amazing what people will forget when they are distracted. It would only take being handed a water bottle at the right moment to slip up and break the rules of the Man with the Skull Cup. No food or water could be ingested for twenty-four hours after drinking, or the victim would be violently ill as a result.

Consequences can also be effective at changing someone’s behavior.



I needed to finish my rounds. The forest was strangely quiet as I drove through it, dodging fallen branches and debris from the storm. The air was still, though, the only sound the hum of the four-wheeler’s engine and a handful of distant birds. The conversation with the camper reminded me uncomfortably of my experience with Perchta, a Germanic goddess-turned-saint, who once threatened to disembowel me if I didn’t try harder to keep people alive. I didn’t want to give her a reason to follow through on this, but some campers made it hard.

I hadn’t seen anything else out of the ordinary by the time I descended into the deep woods. It was unlikely that the campers on-site would go down into the forest, as the rain had left massive puddles across the dirt road and brought back the bite of late winter. The deep woods are the most dangerous part of the campground. They are the furthest removed from civilization, and the dark, remote parts of the forest are where monsters live. Even I wanted to avoid the deep woods right now.

I did one last patrol of the campground to see if anything was active. The Dancers’ favorite clearing was empty. There was nothing inhuman on the road. And while the forest was still quiet and cold, perhaps it was just a normal weather pattern, and the omen reported by the Old Sheriff was nothing.

The day passed by peacefully. Still, as dusk approached, I made up a giant carafe of coffee and resolved to spend the night with my radio close at hand and the four-wheeler ready to go. Normally I wouldn’t have bothered, as my campers are all adults and can make their own bad choices, but I really was trying to be more proactive at keeping people alive, even if that was mostly about stopping Perchta from taking my insides and draping them through the forest like Christmas lights to celebrate her favorite season.



Shortly before midnight, the emergency phone rang. I was dozing lightly on the sofa and the ringtone at max volume instantly woke me. I snatched it off the table, the bright red case making it instantly recognizable even in the darkness, and hurriedly answered it. I was utterly unsurprised to hear my new least favorite camper’s voice on the other end.

“There’s, uh, frost inside the tent,” she said.


RULE #5: While it can get cold at night, you should never see frost inside your tent. If you do, call the camp emergency number. Stay calm and don’t move. We will come get you.


“I’ll be there shortly,” I said, starting the engine of the four-wheeler. “Just stay put.”

The frost was one of our less deadly phenomena. It was slow moving, and so long as we got to its victim quickly, we had plenty of time to relocate them to one of the small houses scattered around the property.

In fact, my aunt Aleda had a guest room for this specific purpose.

I drove to the campsite and stopped the four-wheeler a few yards away from the camper’s tent. The frost was spreading before my eyes. It crawled along the ground like a drop of ink in water, a glittering veil that sparkled when I shone my flashlight on it. Anxiously, I jumped off and ran over to the tent, feeling the grass shatter beneath my feet. The tent was covered in a layer of ice. Its zipper was frozen over. My camper was trapped inside.

“Get away from the sides,” I said through the thin fabric. “I’m going to cut you out.”

I pulled out my pocketknife and jammed it through the ice. It cracked and a chunk of it fell, landing against my leg. I could feel it burning through my jeans and I hastily kicked it aside. Then I sawed through the fabric, cutting a long slit from the top to the bottom. The camper pushed herself through, wrapped in both a jacket and a blanket, shaking so violently that her teeth chattered. There was frost in her hair and her lips were pale.

“Is this… normal?” she asked.

“Nope,” I replied tersely. “It shouldn’t be moving this fast. Let’s get out of here.”

I was almost at the four-wheeler when I realized I had heard only one set of footsteps cracking the frozen grass.

“What happens if you don’t leave?” she asked from behind me.

I turned. She was still standing by the tent, staring in wonderment at the ice slowly thickening around her.

“You freeze solid,” I replied. “Now let’s go.”

“And what about that?”

She pointed at something just around the corner of her tent. I hesitated, unsure if I could bully her into leaving with just words or if I’d need to walk back over there and physically drag her away. I realized then that her clothing was shining faintly in the moonlight from the frost that was encroaching onto her body, but she wasn’t moving, wasn’t walking in my direction. Just… staring at the ground.

I swore, grabbed my shotgun from the four-wheeler, and stalked back over.

On the other side of the tent was a bulge in the earth. A mound, pushing upward, cracking the frozen soil as it moved. I stared at it for a few heartbeats.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I… have no idea.”

It cracked. Like an egg.

Dark soil poured out, bubbling out of the wounds like boiling water. The ice was quick to cover it, but the earth did not stop moving—it took shape—consolidating into packed clumps of encrusted soil, the ends splitting and arranging themselves into thin columns, stretching toward the sky. Like branches, I thought. Like branches coming out of the ground, formed of dirt, veined with white lines of frost, coated with icy glass skin. A multitude of them, like a field of fresh-sprouted wheat.

They thickened. Branched. The earth cracked and churned furiously, and finally, the camper turned and ran, knowing that something was coming up out of the ground and she didn’t want to still be there when it emerged. I fired one shot at the ground, not knowing what else to do, and then I turned and ran as well.

We didn’t make it very far. The ground crumbled beneath us and the frost wrapped around it as it disintegrated, encasing the soil, and I felt ice clutch at my ankles. I threw myself forward, digging my elbows into soil that wasn’t frozen yet, and I hauled myself up and away from the crumbling earth, pulling myself onto solid ground. Then I rolled and turned to see if the camper had made it.

She had not.

She was on her chest and stomach, clawing at the soil in front of her, trying to find purchase, but she wasn’t strong enough and the earth was frozen hard as stone. The grass snapped as she raked at it, the slivers of ice biting into her fingers like needles. Her blood flowed sluggishly from the wounds and even its warmth could not melt the ice around her.

And her legs… they were entrapped in pale frozen tendrils that had emerged from the forest floor. The strands thickened, cutting through the fabric of her jeans even as it froze solid. They were dragging her backward, toward the sinkhole that had swallowed her tent whole.

“H-help!” she gasped, too frightened or too chilled to properly scream.

I grabbed hold of her wrists, dug my heels in, and began to pull. But even as strong as I am, it wasn’t enough, and I felt my feet slipping beneath me. A few moments more and I’d lose my purchase entirely and be pulled forward, into the ring of ice and within range of those grasping tendrils.

I thought about letting go. For a moment, I thought about it.

Then I felt a presence at my back, and an arm reached around me. I saw only a few details, pale skin, tinted blue and covered in lacy frost. I smelled the sharp scent of an evergreen tree.

It grabbed her by her hair. And then it pulled her straight up, and her body simply slid out of the grasp of the icy tendrils, which went lax as if in defeat. I let go too, startled, and stumbled sideways. The entity held her aloft, and I saw in his other hand, he loosely held a branch of a tree.

He threw her aside. It almost felt contemptuous. She didn’t move when she hit the ground, and I cast one last frantic glance at the stranger, just long enough to ascertain he wasn’t going to do anything more, and then I ran to her.

She was breathing. Her eyes were squeezed tight and she was crying. I pulled the hem of her jeans up, and the ice that had worked its way into the fabric cracked as I did.

Her skin was almost white, save for vivid red imprints of where the ice had grabbed hold of her.

Well, at least she didn’t seem to be dying. I turned back toward the sinkhole and the stranger and found them gone. There were no branches. No hole. No pale man covered in frost. Just a perfect ring of frozen grass, glittering like crystals in the moonlight.

“Wh-what was that?” the camper whimpered.

“I don’t know.”

“But you’re the campground manager!”

She was trying to get up. I took a short breath, tried to contain my temper, mostly failed.

“I don’t know!” I snapped. “Don’t you get it? I don’t know everything. There’s creatures on this campground I haven’t encountered yet, we get new ones that just… show up… or the ones already here change, and the only way I find out anything about them is because someone dies—someone like you!”

She was quiet a moment. Only a moment.

“Do you think we could get my tent back?” she finally asked. “My car keys and cell phone were in it.”

Maybe it was the sleep deprivation, or maybe it was the adrenaline, or maybe it was the realization that the storm was an omen and that the bad year was still happening and my campground continued to find new and horrific ways to surprise me, or maybe it was all of these, but I just screamed in frustration and walked away. I called the Old Sheriff and asked him to discretely send an ambulance and if he could come escort a camper permanently off the premises.

Private. Campground. Comes in handy sometimes.

Because while I always regretted the loss of a repeat camper’s revenue, prime camping season was about to start, and the last thing I needed was a liability like a thrill-seeker hanging around. As the frost had so dramatically proven, the bad year wasn’t over, and if I didn’t figure out how to resolve it before our big events, I was going to have a whole lot of dead campers on my hands.





Let Me Ruin Food for You

The appearance of a never-before-seen ice monster confirmed something for me. This was definitely going to be a bad year. There was nothing I hated more than dealing with a bad year. They were so much harder to manage. So many additional expenses. And the uptick in deaths, of course, should never be understated. I don’t want to lose sight of that as our primary focus here because after all, dead campers can’t come back for another visit and they certainly can’t spend money at the camp store.

Of course, dead campers also can’t leave one-star reviews because they didn’t understand that a “primitive campground” means the only toilets that flush are a twenty-minute walk away, but hey, sometimes I have to make sacrifices.

But for me, personally, it’s the little things that take their toll. The constant fear and anxiety. The crushing sense of responsibility and guilt for everything that could go wrong and does go wrong. And of course, the signs. All the little ways the world tells me that something terrible is stirring on my land, that a foul air has settled over it, and all the miserable creatures of the darkness have come to breathe deep of its putrescence.

Like the spiders in my brussels sprouts.

I used to not like brussels sprouts. But then someone showed me that if you cut them in half, brush them with oil, sprinkle them with salt and pepper, and bake them until they’re soft and a little bit charred on top, they’re delicious. I probably make them about once a month now. So a few days after my near-popsicle-camper fiasco, I got a bag of nice big brussels sprouts from the same grocery store in town where we buy the camp store’s groceries (and then resell at an upcharge) and started cutting them in half.

There was something dark inside of the first one. Something that crunched and then oozed white-green liquid onto the cutting board.

After I finished throwing the cutting board, knife, and brussels sprout as far away from me as I could in a panic, I recovered my wits enough to carefully inspect what the hell was inside of my sprouts.

It was a spider.

A spider curled up at the heart, legs pulled in tight like it was incubating inside the leaves.

I cut another in half. It, too, made a sickening crunch as I sliced the knife through, and a severed leg clung to the blade. Then I worked up my courage and instead of cutting one in half, I peeled the leaves back. One by one, I gingerly ripped them off, heart hammering. And finally, when only a handful of thin white leaves remained and I could see the shiny black body through the translucent tips… the spider moved.

Its legs shot through the seam between the leaves, and the remains of the sprout surged as it clawed its way free. I shrieked and threw it to the ground and then grabbed the cutting board and tried to smash it into a pulp, but it’d escaped its leafy prison and it was fast. It scuttled across the floor even as I desperately chased it with the cutting board—which is an unwieldy weapon, to be honest, but there was no way in hell I was stomping on that thing with bare feet—and then it found a crack between the wall and the cupboards and it was gone.

I dropped the rest of the brussels sprouts into the garbage disposal and let it run for a good ten minutes. Then I stood and shook my clothes out violently until I was convinced that there were no spiders on me. I’m pretty good with creepy crawlies, given my job, but this was too far.

Unfortunately, I had a bad feeling that the spider problem wasn’t isolated to my fridge. I left the house and made straight for the camp store, which is in an old barn on the grounds. It’s beautiful and creepy in that New England someone-probably-died-in-here way—which on my campground is something that actually happens.



Aunt Aleda was working the cash register. She eyed me as I stalked past and headed straight for the produce. We don’t keep much on hand. For big events we encourage the campers to leave the campground and visit the grocery store in town. It helps with our relationship with the locals. I pulled out my pocketknife and cut into a random apple.

No spiders.

The tomato I tried next was infested. Spiders. Yes, plural.

I swore and chucked it as hard as I could out through the open barn door. For the snap peas, I did the sensible thing and took one outside and stomped on it to split it open—and conveniently crush the spiders contained inside in the process. After that, the only thing left to check were the cantaloupes and I decided to just destroy those because I didn’t care to see the size—or the quantity—of the spiders they might contain.

Then I got on the radio.

“Spiders are acting weird.”

“Weird like… swarming?” Bryan quickly radioed back.

This didn’t sound good. “Swarming what?”

“Something gelatinous. Looks like jellied pork. The spiders are… eating it.”

He sounded disgusted.

Have you ever come across a patch of a substance like yellow-white snot, lying in thick globs on the floor of the forest?

Sometimes it’s just jelly fungus—a type of mushroom that grows in clusters that appear translucent or shiny.

Sometimes it’s not.

This is how you can tell the difference. Prick your finger and let a few drops of blood fall onto it. If the blood drips off, you are fine. If the mass swallows it, contracting around the blood and absorbing it, taking on a fleshy, pink color; then it is not just jelly fungus, and you should return to your home and not go into the woods after dark.

“Is it Yarn Ball debris?” I asked.

“I really hope not.”

“Did you check?”

“No…”

He was reluctant to answer.

“Bryan,” I said sternly. “You know what to do.”

“Fine, fine, hold on. OUCH!”

Little dramatic, but whatever. At least he was checking if it was the detritus of an inhuman monster or not.


RULE #9: Finding jelly fungus in the forest is typically nothing to be concerned about. If you find large or multiple patches, however, do not go into the forest alone and do not leave the light of your campfire after the sun sets. They hunt at night.


Yarn Ball sounds less terrifying than the more accurate description of “arm balls,” but I call them that on the campground so I can reference them freely in front of campers without anyone being alarmed.

They’re formed from a central gelatinous mass of flesh. Initially, they start with only two or three arms, but they seek out more by finding human victims and ripping their limbs off. They attach these stolen appendages to their own body until arms are all you can see, sticking out haphazardly from its core. They are fast, clawing their way across the ground, half skittering and half rolling as their multitude of arms drag them along. The more arms they have, the faster they are and the more dangerous.

When they run out of room for more arms, they start disemboweling their victims and adding the loops of intestines to their core so that they can grow larger and have more surface area for arms. My parents’ notes say that if we start finding victims missing both their insides and their arms, then the campsite needs to close and teams of five need to sweep the area until the Yarn Ball is found and dispatched.

“Ah, shit,” Bryan replied. “It reacted to the blood I dripped on it. Then the spiders carried it off in pieces.”

I radioed the rest of my staff, telling a few of them to watch the roads leading into the forest and keep track of which campers went in. We needed them out of the woods by nightfall. We had a small number of campers, and they were all set up where the field started to give way to trees, just uphill of the deep woods.

The rest of my staff were to check in on the campers who were in their tents and tell them to stay out of the woods after dark. I told them to say a mountain lion was spotted in the area. Nothing to worry about, but don’t go wandering about on your own. It might be willing to attack an isolated individual.

This was not entirely a lie. Yarn Balls avoid large groups of people. They, too, prefer to pick off solitary individuals who are far from the safety of others. So as long as my campers stayed out of the woods and close to their friends, they’d be safe.



At sundown, five of my staff and myself got our gear and headed out into the woods. Overtime pay is a great way to get volunteers. We each carried a radio on a dedicated channel with one person remaining at the office to help coordinate between the six of us. I had my shotgun. The others had guns as well, whatever they felt comfortable with. All of us carried a primary source of light with a couple backups—just in case. And then we split up, and before you accuse us of some Scooby Doo shit, we all have the right Yarn Ball equipment and know how to use it. You see, Yarn Balls are repulsed by light. Shine a flashlight on them and they’ll scatter, but they’re agile and will promptly try to attack you from another angle. Our solution is a heavy-duty lantern light mounted on a pole so we can hold it above our heads and encompass the entire area around us in light. It works very well, and if you attach the pole to a harness, you can still carry a gun, allowing us to hunt them with almost no risk to ourselves.

I was investigating a white clump of some congealed mass, trying to determine if it was part of a Yarn Ball, a kind of mushroom, or leftover vomit from a camper that had drunk too much when my radio crackled. A curious camper had gone in search of the mountain lion. Fortunately, his girlfriend had informed my staff because he was—in her words—“a damn fucking idiot.”

I swore and straightened, my circle of light swaying erratically around me. What was with the thrill-seekers lately?

“Change of plans,” I said over the radio. “We find this guy first. Then we resume searching for Yarn Balls.”

Of course, I was the one who found him. He wasn’t hard to locate, on account of how he was noisily crashing through the forest, breaking branches and stumbling over the uneven terrain with every step. Certainly, he’d tried for stealth by leaving his flashlight behind, but even if there was a mountain lion in the area, the racket he was making would have scared it off, so this guy certainly wasn’t the sharpest tack.

But the noise had attracted the Yarn Ball.

He wasn’t stumbling like a drunk through the woods because he was clumsy—he was trying to flee. I heard his panicked cries as I approached and saw him running, flailing, trying to fight his way through the forest, blinded by the darkness, as a rolling, tumbling ball the size of a large dog continued to gain on him. It clawed its way forward, each arm snapping out and seizing the soft earth with its fingers, yanking itself forward, before another hand latched onto the soil and another and another.

I broke into a run.

“Over here!” I yelled. “Here! Run toward the light!”

I turned on my hand flashlight and shone it in his direction, hoping that the narrow beam of light might do something to ward off the Yarn Ball. Instead, I saw his face, pale white in the flashlight’s beam, and saw the pink mass of flesh moments behind him and knew he wouldn’t make it.

Then the Lady with Extra Eyes appeared.

She stepped out of the night, like it was a curtain that had been drawn across her and she’d merely shrugged it aside. I felt a surge of relief at the sight of her, with her simple skirt and blouse in pastel earth tones, her dark locks of hair blending in with the night shadows, and the symmetrical multitude of eyes that covered her cheeks and brow. She was one of the good ones, a helpful entity, who had been there for me in the past. She had been a constant reassuring presence throughout my life.

Though that wasn’t quite the case anymore. We’d had a falling out on account of an employee who I had decapitated. Not my finest moment… but this employee killed my uncle in the same way while under the control of one of the campground’s monsters. My anger got the best of me.

The Lady with Extra Eyes had said that she’d never help me again. But she wasn’t here for me. She was here for the camper.

She touched the man’s shoulder, grabbing his arm just above the elbow, and spun him about and pulled him close to her. The Yarn Ball stopped where it was, dragging its fingers into the dirt to halt its momentum, and then it reversed its course and… fled.

I considered going after it. Perhaps I should have. But my first priority was my campers, and so I went to him, to where he stood with his hands on his knees, doubled over, wheezing and coughing. The lady had her hand on his back and all those eyes furrowed in concern.

“So the mountain lion story is bullshit,” I said as I approached. “But you’re safe now. I can take you back to camp.”

He looked up at me in abject relief. Then he turned to face his rescuer.

She smiled at him, her cheeks dimpling around the eyes set closest to her lips. They all blinked in unison.

And the man screamed, turned, and ran back into the woods, out of the circle of light that would have kept him safe.

“Are you fucking kidding me— GET BACK HERE!” I hollered at him.

I took one step to follow.

“It’s too late,” the Lady with Extra Eyes said quietly.

I paused at her warning and then ran after him anyway. I was gaining on him, he was only a few yards ahead of me—and then a mass fell from the trees overhead and onto the camper’s back, dragging him to the ground. Another skittered out of the darkness, and then a third.

They quarreled over their prey, clawing at each other as much as they grabbed at his limbs, until finally he wiggled forward enough on the ground to free his upper body while two fought by his legs, and the third seized its opportunity. It grasped his shoulder, then his elbow, and ripped his arm free with a sickeningly wet sound of meat tearing, almost drowned out by the man’s shrill, agonized shriek. Then the Yarn Ball tore off into the darkness, quickly followed by the other two, intent on stealing its prize.

“Everyone,” I said over the radio, “get out of the deep woods. There’s more than one Yarn Ball out there.”

Then I ran to the camper, who was bleeding profusely into the dirt. I fell to my knees, slipping on the goop shed by the Yarn Balls, and stared at him in dismay. I had to stop the bleeding, but his right arm had been ripped clean out of the socket, so there was nothing to tourniquet. Desperately, I tore off my jacket and tried to staunch the bleeding with pressure alone. It wasn’t enough. He was dead within minutes.

We told his girlfriend that he had found the mountain lion after all and that we would send his maimed corpse back home for burial.



The next day when the sun had risen, I went to ask Aunt Aleda for help. She
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