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Praise for Bitter Karella

Quaint Folk

“To experience Karella’s cheerfully unhinged fiction is to surrender to a spectacularly fierce and uncompromising literary force. Quaint Folk astonished me with its charming, mythical weirdness threaded with genuine moments of pure tenderness. A bold, potent brew of all the best elements of folk and queer horror”

Eric LaRocca, author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

“Deliciously arch and never anything other than wildly entertaining”

Ally Wilkes, author of All the White Spaces

“Imagine a cozy The Wicker Man with shades of Twin Peaks, told in the barbed voice of a horny Mary Poppins and suffused with a high Donnie Darko creep factor, and you might just come close to envisioning the wonder that is this horrific, witchy, jiggery jam of a book. I loved it”

Andy Davidson, author of The Hollow Kind

“Queer, funny, bloody, and outrageous in the best way. I had an absolute blast!”

Laura Cranehill, author of Wife Shaped Bodies

“A heaving Hieronymus Bosch acid trip that skins the idyllic flesh off the folk horror subgenre and paints the reader’s face in its blood”

Clay McLeod Chapman, author of Devil Inside

Moonflow

“A bizarre and fiercely original splatterpunk phantasmagoria of queerness. Deranged and gleefully weird as f*ck, this is an impressive debut from a singular literary talent”

Eric LaRocca, author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

“Both profound and profoundly strange, as mind-expanding as the most potent magic mushroom”

The Washington Post

“Luminous, trippy, and an immensely satisfying read, Moonflow establishes Karella as a bona fide horror fiction maestro of the most accomplished order”

Gemma Amor, author of Itch!

“Moonflow is so much fun. Expert worldbuilding, genuinely creepy situations, and characters that are easy to root for. Unique, funny, and frighteningly real. This is what horror is all about”

Sam Rebelein, author of Edenville

“As eldritch and grimy as the terrifying forest it’s set in, Moonflow takes the thorny interpersonal dynamics of a deranged free love cult and drops them howling into a squirming mycelium hell of forest gods, nightmare visions, and bloody murder. I loved this book!”

Trevor Henderson, author of Scarewaves

“A hilarious psychedelic orgy of a novel . . . with a refreshing heroine and a powerful exploration of transmisogyny within queer spaces . . . The result is a strange, sublime truffle that will delight any discerning appetite”

Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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For Mom, who introduced me to stories, and for Dad, who introduced me to jokes, and who both have done so much and supported me through everything
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0.

The grounds of Hollyoak House still retained a certain regal dignity in slow decay. The once-spectacular sunken garden was now consumed by overflowing thickets of yarrow and foxglove, hydrangea and catmint. Rabbits ascended from their burrows to feed at dawn and, confident in their solitude, sometimes lingered upon the surface well into the day. Here, there was an antique sundial with a polished brass gnomon. Over there, a fountain with a basin full of lily pads and duckweed, and a pissing cherub statue with long strands of algae dangling from its wings and tiny stone penis like green snot. Always there was the cloying sweetness of flowers in bloom. The fog never lifted entirely and, in the eternal gloaming, fat black slugs like ambulatory turds on their own business oozed languidly across the flagstones of the garden path at all hours of the day.

The exact age of the house was uncertain, and the foundations were even older than that. Even so, the house still held strong against the wind and the damp and all the indignities of this harsh island life that would quickly whittle a lesser dwelling down to its bones. Hollyoak House was comfortable without being ostentatious, stately without being insistent, three good solid stories, twelve bedrooms and three baths of refined luxury living, indoor plumbing, dependable electricity, and a nice proper watchtower that terminated in a steadfast widow’s walk. There were other rooms, whose existence was not advertised and whose purpose was obscure.

A good family would do well here, so it was a shame, the locals said, that such a beautiful house should stand empty—although they all understood, even if they were loath to say it aloud, that the house was not empty. There was something there, lurking within the warren of the home’s long, long corridors and padding silently over threadbare carpets in the wee hours of the night. It was subtle and it rarely showed itself to visitors. When it did, it was nothing more than the merest glimpse of a shape in the corner, so faint and so quick that a rational person could only conclude that their imagination was playing tricks on them. Sometimes there were sounds in the middle of the night, the faint scuttling of something moving in just the next room, always just the next room.

And, sometimes, there were dreams.




1.


The village of Hasenhurst, located upon the island of the same name off the coast of the United Kingdom, is a “folksy getaway” perfect for the “experience-hungry visitor,” that offers “cozy accommodations,” “friendly locals,” and “delicious traditional cooking.” The village is known for “celebrating Tigglestide,” “a unique festival” that “blends religious and secular elements” in “a taste of true down-home Britannia” like “nowhere else.” The villagers of Hasenhurst are “very devoted” to “tradition.”

—Greengarb’s Guide to the Undiscovered Gems of Great Britain (1997 ed.)



Jessica had not received the sacrament of communion in nearly thirty years, nor had she gone to confession, nor prayed the rosary, nor even attended church, all of which her parents had assured her in her youth were unforgivable mortal sins, yet God had not seen fit to punish her for these blasphemies. She still had her health, a comfortable life, a husband to take care of her, a child whom she loved, her youthful beauty, all the earthly delights that God loved to ironically deny his most ardent followers to test their faith. Sometimes Jessica liked to imagine that she had discovered a cheat code to life, that the best way to avoid the wrath of the petulant almighty was simply not to believe in him. A younger Jessica might have worried about the inevitable consequences to her immortal soul, or the immortal souls of her husband and child, the people she ostensibly loved more than anyone else in the world, but an older, wiser Jessica knew, deep in her heart, with a rock-solid certainty far greater than she had ever believed in the faith of her parents, that there was nothing in the sky above except the distant stars—no God, no angels, no demons.

Although Jessica had not set foot in a church in decades, she still retained an unfailing instinct for identifying church people. There were a lot of them. Most people in America, in fact, were church people, although Jessica was grateful that speaking of church was considered gauche in the elite social circles in which she could now travel due to her husband’s employment. The churchies who could operate at this level had learned to speak of church as if it were a quaint hobby, and they would praise it for the great community or important social work, but they would not talk about demonic possession or visions of the virgin. The churchies at this level were mostly protestants and Mormons, the occasional Jew and a few edgy Church of Satan libertarians. Jessica considered any sort of organized religion to be “churchy.” They were all the same to her.

And so she did not like the wife of her husband’s boss, because she was certain, despite never having spoken on the subject of church, that the wife of her husband’s boss was a churchy. And a particularly annoying one at that.

“Aren’t you just so excited to be visiting Hasenhurst?” said Stan’s wife. (Jessica’s husband’s boss was named Stan.) “I’ve heard tell it’s lovely. And so quaint! But I expect that every place in Great Britain is quaint. They’re rather known for it.”

“Sweetie, I am so excited,” said Jessica, smiling her broadest possible smile. It was her main job, as the wife of an Ungo.com™ junior vice president for implementation and implementainment, to be enthusiastic about anything that the company decided. “I’ve always wanted to visit England. There’s just so much history, so much culture.”

Stan’s wife came from an old money Protestant family, so this level of performance came naturally to her. Jessica came from a large family of Italian Catholics, who never once in their lives disguised their true emotions, so she’d had to become a late-in-life master of the art form.

“What I love about them is that they’re so real,” continued Stan’s wife. “You know? Not like people here.”

“Oh absolutely, sweetie. I know exactly what you mean!”

Jessica gathered from Stan’s wife’s gossip that Stan believed Hasenhurst’s location made the town “strategically significant” for “the future sustainability of Ungo.com™,” but since Jessica didn’t actually know or understand what Ungo.com™ did, she couldn’t comment on that even if the input of a junior vice president’s trophy wife was welcome. All she knew was that Stan was sending her family there so her husband, Greg, could complete some sort of arcane business deal with the town fathers of Hasenhurst, and Jessica, as Greg’s trophy wife, was committed to being pleased about the whole affair.

Stan’s wife took a sip from her wineglass. “Stan was talking with their lord mayor—isn’t that delightful? They call their mayor a lord mayor!—to work out the preliminaries, but these people really don’t like communicating on the phone. That’s why Stan was so insistent on sending Greg out there. He’d really like to show them that we’re all just normal folks here at Ungo.com™, nothing to be afraid of. You and Greg would be the perfect face for Ungo.com™.”

Stan’s wife’s husband (Stan) was senior vice president in charge of implementation and implementainment at Ungo.com™. He was younger than Greg, with a glorious full head of wavy blond hair and a perfectly manicured blond goatee, not a single gray hair in evidence, and he received all the promotions that Jessica felt were Greg’s due. Stan was good at playing the game. Greg’s only skill seemed to be a genuine knowledge of computer stuff. It was the one thing that kept him employed at Ungo.com™.

Although maybe, now that Greg was going to secure this Hasenhurst deal, that would change.

Jessica always felt just slightly inadequate when the family was invited to Stan’s McMansion, allowing Stan to sell Greg on whatever exciting new synergistic development needed to happen so Ungo.com™ could finally turn a profit this quarter and Stan’s perfect wife could show off her expert cooking and homemaking skills that she honed in her off time from being a professor of comparative literature at UC Berkeley. There were rumors that Stan was one of the beautiful people, part of the cabal of Ungo.com™ higher-ups who secretly met in a chat room where the real decisions were made. And, of course, Stan and Stan’s wife had raised a pair of perfect, very well-behaved children. Jessica was certain that, eventually, Stan’s wife would reveal that the secret of well-behaved children was, in fact, regular church attendance—and she would innocently inquire Have you ever considered that for Sandy?

Dinner was concluded and the adults had retired to the den. The kids were in the backyard, frolicking in the pool in the gathering twilight, and Jessica could keep a watchful eye on her Sandy through the large picture window even as she endured Stan’s wife’s interrogation. Sandy hoisted themself out of the pool and scampered, dripping, to the diving board, where they plunged back into the water with a splash that delighted the Stans’ kids. Sandy wore a full-body wet suit when they went swimming, and Jessica was bracing herself for the inevitable Why is a boy wearing that question from Stan’s wife and the equally inevitable tension that would result from a churchy asking that question.

Meanwhile, the men were occupied in their own affairs; Stan was showing Greg his new stereo system and bragging about decibels or watts or whatever, and Greg was nodding seriously as if he understood what any of that meant.

“Stan really thinks that your family would be perfect to win over these Hasenhurst people,” said Stan’s wife. Stan’s wife liked to pretend that they had a deep and abiding connection by virtue of their sex, but Jessica was no fool. The world was full of sharks, both men and women. Stan’s wife’s first loyalty was to Stan, and Jessica was certain that anything she said in confidence to Stan’s wife would quickly reach Stan too. Stan’s wife was friendly to Jessica because she thought Jessica was too stupid to understand this reality about the world. She thought that a woman like Jessica— no degree, no career, nothing to get by on except her looks—didn’t have the smarts to play that game. “But he only really knows Greg, doesn’t he?”

Jessica tensed, but she outwardly smiled and ran a finger around the rim of her wineglass. Jessica had a great smile—warm, approachable, sincere. It was her smile that first attracted Greg and it was her smile that cinched the deal of their marriage. But she was beautiful otherwise too, although the effortless appeal of youth now gave way to a more cultivated middle-aged grandeur, the inevitable spread of her hips and thighs speaking to good living rather than sloth, her stomach still flat after only a few little nips and tucks, her long raven-black hair (mostly) free from gray streaks, and her face still smooth and firm. Her arms were ringed with scars, but nothing a tasteful long-sleeved blouse wouldn’t hide, and the scars lacing her thighs were even easier to conceal. Greg, meanwhile, only had scars that didn’t require embarrassing explanations. They came from an appendectomy, wart removals, stuff like that. Greg had otherwise once been her equal in looks, but men were allowed to gracefully settle into middle age, and he had, like most men, taken full advantage of that allowance: His potbelly bulged over his belt and his thinning hair had been retreating from a growing pink bald spot since he hit forty.

“That’s why I really wanted to ask about your Sandy.” Stan’s wife furrowed her brow in mock sympathy. She glanced out the window; Sandy was in the pool up to their neck, laughing and splashing water at one of the Stans’ kids. “I spoke to him earlier tonight; he tells me that he’s a they/them now.”

“They’re a they/them, yes,” said Jessica. “It’s a thing with the kids these days, but that’s fine. I want to make sure that my Sandy always feels loved and supported as they discover who they are. As a mother, I’m sure you can understand. Wouldn’t we all just move heaven and earth for our kids?”

Stan and Stan’s wife had two kids, a boy and a girl, a pair of delightful towheaded moppets who never disappointed their parents. The Stans liked to brag about them. Sandy climbed out of the pool and prepared to take a second leap off the diving board. Their long purple hair hung down past their shoulders, wet and plastered to their back. Jessica didn’t mind the long hair. She thought her little angel was perfect no matter what kind of hairstyle they preferred. She didn’t much care for the color purple, though. It really made Sandy stick out. It really made people ask questions.

“I think it’s just so brave of you,” said Stan’s wife. “I am inspired. But honey, just between you and me, the purple hair? It might put people off in Hasenhurst. I’m just saying this out of concern.”

“Thank you for your concern.”

Stan’s wife laughed. The breezy attitude was back. “But let’s not talk about unpleasant things! Anyway, I’m sure this whole they/them thing has brought you both so much closer together.”

Jessica smiled her most practiced, brittle smile, and her fingers clenched around her wineglass until she was certain that it would shatter. What did that mean? Unpleasant? Jessica’s gaze flicked momentarily over to Stan and Greg in the corner. Greg did not share Jessica’s innate understanding of the world. He was too eager to accept that a smile meant friendship, never bothering to notice whether the teeth behind it were pointed. He was too open, and with a little friendly prodding, he would blab anything. That was why he’d never advanced higher than junior vice president. He didn’t have the hard reptilian hide that true advancement required.

“We’re very close,” said Jessica, and she smiled wider in hopes that Stan’s wife wouldn’t detect the lie. Sandy was a teenager and was deep into that typical teenage phase where they resented their mother for being their mother.

Stan’s wife leaned forward and placed her own wineglass upon the coffee table, stole a glance over at Stan and Greg (still babbling by the stereo), and then spoke in the soft, sad voice that women always reserved for speaking of topics they would rather not speak of: “And how are things between you and Greg? Everything good?”

Jessica felt like her smile was going to split her skull in two. She could not keep smiling like this. She was going to go insane. She was absolutely furious. How did Stan’s wife know? Or was she bluffing? Did Greg tell her? What did Greg tell her?

“Everything is lovely. I wish your Stan wouldn’t keep him so busy, of course, but I understand how that is. Ungo.com™ paid for our house, so who am I to complain?”

“Jessica, a woman knows,” said Stan’s wife soothingly. “I can see the way you two interact. I can see the tension. You think I haven’t been there? You think every woman hasn’t been there, at least once?”

Jessica laughed a breezy laugh and tossed her hair, as if to indicate that this was no big deal and she was not bothered at all and let’s just change the subject and talk about something more pleasant, please. We’re not even friends, thought Jessica. I don’t even remember your name. You have no business knowing anything about my marriage.

They had met, maybe, five times total—at company parties, passing at Greg’s office, or occasionally at obligatory but uncomfortable social dinners like this one. It helped Greg’s career for Jessica to be friendly with Stan’s wife, so Jessica did it. Jessica sometimes felt her only worth was in how friendly she could be with Greg’s obnoxious business relations.

“It’s hardest on the kids when parents are going through a rough patch. Makes them act out.”

Jessica could not keep her smile going, not in the face of that insult. Sandy was Jessica’s perfect little angel, and no one could ever imply in front of this mama bear that anything was wrong with Sandy and not expect a fight.

“Sandy’s doing well. They’re a trooper.”

“Stan said he was getting into fights at school.”

“They’re getting into fights at school.” Jessica was gratified that she was able to correct Stan’s wife. It made her feel like she had the upper hand again. “And it was just one fight. Kids get into fights. It’s no big deal.”

“And you don’t think this whole they/them thing is Sandy acting up because . . . ?”

Jessica swallowed. It suddenly felt like her entire life, the life that she had so carefully built over the last twenty years, was falling apart: Her husband, Greg, was a stranger to her, a stranger who surely would soon tire of his useless trophy wife now that she was forty-six and didn’t turn heads at Ungo.com™ company parties like she once did and couldn’t even raise their son properly to not have purple hair. Sandy was fifteen; that was the age that children didn’t need their mothers anymore, the age that children would understand if their father told them Mommy had to go away and not have lasting trauma.

“Sandy is not acting up, sweetie,” said Jessica. She added a giggle to indicate how little she was worried, but it came out too hoarse. “We’ve been through worse. We’ll get through this.”

“You know,” said Stan’s wife, “a child really needs a moral structure in their life or they’ll keep acting up. We go to Grace Community—”

“Settle an argument for us,” called Stan from across the room. He took the opportunity to peep at Jessica’s cleavage with the subtlety of an experienced peeper. “Greg says that [technical gibberish], but I say [technical gibberish].”

“Of course, Stan, it’s [technical gibberish],” Stan’s wife called back.

Stan punched Greg playfully on the shoulder. “Told ya!”

Jessica did not understand what they were talking about. It was probably something to do with Ungo.com™ business. Stan shared his work affairs with his wife because Stan’s wife was smart and could understand that sort of thing. Or maybe it was because Stan and Stan’s wife truly loved each other in a deep and meaningful way that few couples did. It was hard to tell. Jessica spent every evening together analyzing their movements, their words, the little inflections in their voices, wondering if this was love—was it the real thing or was it a show for their guests? Or had they been playacting for so long that now even they couldn’t tell the difference? It seemed real and Jessica suddenly felt a deep ache, way down in the depths of her gut, wondering why she and Greg couldn’t have that.

Stan’s wife turned back to Jessica and said, “If nothing else, you’ll find this trip wonderful fodder for that book you’re always working on.”

“Greg told you about that old thing?” Jessica was proud of her writing, but she had to play it cool. False modesty was the purview of both the great artist and the desirable trophy wife, and Jessica was skilled at playing both roles. She needed Stan’s wife to draw the details out of her so she wouldn’t look like a blowhard. “Sweetie, it’s nothing, just a fun little project. You know, a woman’s gotta keep busy.”

Jessica waited for Stan’s wife to ask for details about the book, because Jessica had a whole spiel prepared and she was always eager to speak more about it, but Stan’s wife notably did not.

“It’s a fantasy story for young people, about a princess who doesn’t follow the rules,” said Jessica, unprompted. “It started as a bedtime story I made up for Sandy and then I thought, maybe it could be a book?”

That was as much prompting as she dared. Propriety required that Jessica wait for Stan’s wife to express interest before she said any more, but Stan’s wife’s only follow-up question was: “And how does Greg feel about that?”

Jessica understood exactly what Stan’s wife was asking. Everyone was always asking her about Greg’s feelings on her writing, as if Greg had a say. Greg made good money as a junior vice president at Ungo.com™. He could afford to be a patron of the arts. He could afford to indulge his loving wife in this little vanity project. After all the effort Jessica put into this relationship, after years of unfailing devotion as a wife and mother, didn’t she deserve to spread her wings a little? Didn’t she deserve some acclaim of her own?

“He’s supportive.”

“Lovely.” Without skipping a beat, Stan’s wife moved on. “I am sure you are going to just adore Hasenhurst. Sometimes a change in scenery is exactly what you need, something to get you out of your rut.”

Jessica gulped the last of her wine. The problems in this family ran deep, the roots twisted in strange knots that none of them could fathom nor untangle, but there was a lot to be said for a nice, quiet vacation in a nice, quaint village. Everyone knew that Britain was renowned for its exquisite quaintness and the exquisite quaintness of its citizens. Jessica felt like, if anyplace could help her, it would be there.
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GRICKLEMAS

One Week Till Tigglestide Eve




2.


“Stand back!” ejaculated Dargonna the Warrior, holding her wounded leg. “None may see my manly tears!”
Princess Kayla was not to be deterred. “That unicorn bite requires healing salve, you brashly impulsive warrior!”

—“Princess Kayla’s Fresh-Start Baking Academy for Scandalous Scoundrels, Nasty Ne’er-Do-Wells, and Dashing Rogues” (unpublished manuscript)



The trip from America was long and arduous—first by plane, then car, now by boat, with a complaining teen in tow the entire time—but they were finally within reach of their destination, and Jessica could not be happier to sleep in an actual bed again. Sandy, because they were young and did not understand anything, complained that they could not use their electronic device while they were on the plane and then complained that it didn’t work right while they were on foreign soil. Greg slept on the plane, then kept up a stream of inane chatter detailing the interesting points of Hasenhurst (Mostly, that it was old and had history) as they drove. It was not until they were on the ferry, bobbing over choppy gray waves, that Jessica truly started to feel as if they were entering unknown territory. She felt like the ferry might yet simply vanish over the edge of the world.

“Is it far to Hasenhurst?”

“Far enough, ma’am.” The ferry captain gazed levelly at Jessica, his expression blank as if he could not comprehend her question. He had the weather-beaten look of a man aged before his time by a life spent in the wind and the rain, deep wrinkles at the corners of his flabby mouth and long, greasy, graying hair spilling from under his woolen beanie and whipping in the ocean wind. The hands that gripped the wheel were gnarled, thick with calluses, and he clutched a smoldering cigarette between tobacco-stained fingers.

“I’ve never been there before,” continued Jessica. “I’m told it’s very quaint.” She pulled her coat tightly around her shoulders. The bitter sea wind blew her long dark hair out of alignment and the brine made it frizz like a black dandelion. All around them, there was nothing but dark ocean under brooding gray skies.

“It’s traditional, if that’s what you mean,” said the captain. “Folks on Hasenhurst, they stick to the old ways.”

He placed the cigarette to his lips and sucked with a vengeance, determined to wrest some iota of enjoyment from it. Jessica had officially quit smoking fifteen years ago, back when she was pregnant with Sandy, but she still felt the familiar urge as she watched the captain exhale a plume of smoke.

“What does that mean?”

The captain shrugged.

It was only now that Jessica really became cognizant that Hasenhurst did not appear to be a very popular tourist destination. The roads on the mainland were clogged with tourists from Canada, China, America . . . But Jessica and her family appeared to be the only outsiders visiting the island. The deck of the ferry was empty but for the family’s rented ’24 Jeep Grand Manitou, and the little vessel shifted uneasily beneath the car’s massive weight. Greg and Sandy remained inside the Manitou, while Jessica stood at the ferry’s helm, chatting to the captain, gripping the railing and inhaling great healing lungfuls of salty sea air.

The ’24 Manitou was a marvel of American luxury-brand car engineering, complete with GPS, rearview camera, heated seats, and a sunroof that doubled as a moonroof. It was designed to be driven in closed-circuit racecourses on the set of Jeep Grand Manitou commercials, and it was best viewed against the scenic backdrop of the Rocky Mountains, preferably interspliced with footage of cowboys and grimy construction workers with determined looks in their eyes welding big pieces of metal. It was not designed for narrow European roads, barely wider than dirt paths in Jessica’s estimation, and it was certainly not designed for these tiny European ferries. Greg, under Jessica’s direct supervision, had reserved a compact car at the London airport, but upon arrival they had been informed that the car they requested was not available—and that the only alternative, unless they knew how to drive stick, was this behemoth.

Jessica was not happy about this situation. She felt that such an embarrassing gas-guzzler marked them to the locals as ugly American tourists, and she was sensitive about how she represented her country overseas.

A change of scenery would do them good, she told herself. They would be cooped up together in a darling little guesthouse, and the enforced togetherness would finally bring this family together in the way a family should be together. Greg was always so distracted. He worked late nights at Ungo.com™ and Jessica was increasingly convinced that it was not because Stan was forcing him to. He was growing bored with her, distancing himself in preparation for the end. She could sense it. In her youth, when they first met, when Greg swept her off her feet at an Ungo.com™ Christmas party, he had seemed so different from the other men that Jessica had known in her life. He was so sweet, so gallant, such a goofy, dorky little Boy Scout that she couldn’t help but let her guard down for the first time. For years, people would ask Damn, Greg, how’d you bag such a hottie because she was clearly out of his league, but that was a long time ago. They were both older now. It was natural to grow apart as you aged, it was natural for passions to temper, it was natural for a man to lose interest. Were they truly at the point where they were only together for Sandy’s sake? Could it be that as soon as Sandy was grown, once they were out the door, Greg would follow? And then Jessica would have nothing. It wasn’t like she had a career or a job. And at her age, she couldn’t even count on her looks anymore. This was the worst thing ever.

She could stave it all off, she knew she could. Jessica was gifted with an enormous force of will and she was certain that, if she played her cards right, she could change the direction of the wind. She still had options. She still had time.

A lighthouse, perched upon an outcrop of black stone, loomed up out of the mist. No beacon shined from its tower.

“Your lighthouse isn’t lit,” said Jessica.

The captain nodded in acknowledgment, but he didn’t seem perturbed by this revelation.

The ferry bucked as it hit a swell and Jessica grabbed at the railing, barely maintaining balance. The captain gripped the wheel. Jessica watched the lighthouse, towering above the little ferry like some great beast rearing out of the black waters, until it was absorbed back into the fog. Ahead, there was nothing but more fog.

“ ’Tain’t been lit in years, ma’am. ’Tain’t necessary. No one comes this way.”

“Surely you must have tourists!”

“No, ma’am. Hasenhurst is very exclusive.”

Jessica sighed under her breath. She wasn’t even getting a decent conversation. She decided to return to her family.

Greg sat in the front seat of the Manitou, drumming his hairy hands idly against the steering wheel, his sunglasses hooked into the neckline of his seasonally inappropriate crewneck. In the back seat, Sandy tapped at an electronic device. Sandy wore leather bracers around each skinny wrist and a black sleeveless tank top with the words HOT SNOT ’22 WORLD TOUR emblazoned across the front in spiky white heavy metal font.

Jessica rapped her knuckle against the car window.

Greg rolled it down with the press of a button. “Hey, babe. How’s it going?”

“Terrible. This guy is the worst conversationalist.”

Greg chuckled. “Babe, he’s a sailor. They’re supposed to be taciturn. You’re getting the full sailor experience.”

“Why don’t you two come out and see the fog?” She looked into the back seat. “Sandy, sweetie? Put down your phone and check out the famous English fog.”

Sandy looked up from their electronic device and sneered. “It’s just fog, Mom.”

“You teenagers are just determined to be unimpressed at everything.” Jessica glanced back at the captain, who despite his graying hair and craggy countenance couldn’t be that old, but whom a life of responsibility had left stoic and reserved. She wondered whether the captain would dare talk back to his mother like this. Probably not. She got the impression that people in this country were far too polite to ever talk back to their parents.

“You know, champ, Hasenhurst is a nice quaint village on a quiet little island.” Greg rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The roads are probably gonna be pretty empty. Maybe this would be the perfect time for some driving lessons?”

“Greg, no!” Jessica was aghast. “Sandy can’t drive this thing! It’s huge!”

Greg patted the steering wheel. “I think Sandy can handle it.”

Jessica did not like the idea of Sandy behind the wheel of this monstrosity. It was too dangerous. Besides, learning to drive was just another milestone on Sandy’s journey to adulthood, and Jessica wanted to hold this family together a little while longer. “Greg, we’d never get our deposit back if you let them drive this.”

Greg sucked air between his teeth. “Okay, yeah, that is a good point. Sorry, champ. Ixnay on the driving lesson.”

Sandy threw up their arms and groaned. “That’s not fair! I could totally handle a Manitou!”

“I am not letting my little baby die in a fiery car wreck just because their father doesn’t think things through,” huffed Jessica. “Go back to your phone if you don’t want to see the fog. But you’re missing out on a real experience.”

I’ll just do it alone, she silently fumed as she walked away. Just like always.
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Sandypants (they/them): anyway has anyone ever successfully shifted

Grimalkin: no. according to the lore, you need an enchanted girdle to do that. Good luck finding one of those.

Sandypants (they/them): I was reading the confessions of this Scottish witch called isobel gowdie

Sandypants (they/them): she had a spell for turning into a hare—“with sighing and sorrow and meckle care, I go forth in the form of a hare. And I go forth in the devil’s name, e’er that I come back again.”

Sandypants (they/them): I feel like that can be incorporated into a modern folkloric practice

Sister_Blackcat: I thought you were a thelemite? :/

Sandypants (they/them): no I’m an eclectic folkloric witch . . . as such, I can borrow pieces from many traditions. and yes, that does include Thelema:)

Sister_Blackcat: I think that’s a good spell for shifting. Just be sure to take the usual precautions when you cast—set a protective circle, wear all your talismans, burn incense—I recommend smudging with palo santo

Crowley_Fan420: actually palo santo is endangered now because of overharvesting for smudging. Native peoples have asked that we don’t use palo santo anymore

Sister_Blackcat: thank you for educating me. Namaste

Witchfinder_General: that’s PC bullshit. Are you saying that only native people can use it? We’re all equal in the eyes of the spirits, so I don’t think the spirits are gonna be all “oh no a white guy used palo santo? Well, I’m definitely not manifesting for him!”

Crowley_Fan420: ok

Crowley_Fan420: also shape shifting requires a lot of concentration. Also drugs. Traditionally, they would use datura or belladonna

Crowley_Fan420: nowadays, I’d just recommend doing shrooms instead NOTE FOR THE FBI GUY READING THIS!! THIS RECOMMENDATION IS FOR ENTERTAINMENT PURPOSES ONLY! XD

Witchfinder_General: have you tried the kings breakfast?

Crowley_Fan420: I’m not answering that in this chat

Sister_Blackcat: @sandypants (they/them) why do you want to shapeshift into a hare?

Sandypants (they/them): technically a rabbit, but a hare is p close. I just think it would be neat

High_Priest_of_the_Goat: lol sandypants confirmed furry =^____^=

High_Priest_of_the_Goat: yiff in hell

Sandypants (they/them): your name is High_Priest_of_the_Goat :|

Sandypants (they/them): and I’m not furry, I just appreciate the aesthetics

Sister_Blackcat: it’s ok to be furry

Sister_Blackcat: have you considered that being nonbinary might actually be you feeling out your furriness?

Sandypants (they/them): I’m not furry >:[

Sandypants (they/them): AFK

Sandypants (they/them): sorry my mom interrupted me. She wanted me to see some dumb English fog

Grimalkin: wait are you in England? I thought you were californian

Sandypants (they/them): I am. We have to go to some English town cuz my dad has business there. So now we gotta go waste the summer.

Grimalkin: are you going to be ok on this island? Those rural sorts might be enbyphobic

Sister_Blackcat: yeah the purple hair might scare them

Sandypants (they/them): I can take care of myself. So if they don’t like purple hair, they better be ready to deal with it

Sandy continued typing, but the electronic device did not respond.

Signal lost . . .

Searching . . .

Searching . . .

Searching . . .

Sandy waited patiently for the electronic device to find the signal again, but after a few minutes it was apparent that it was not to be. It had finally happened, out here on the open ocean. They had passed beyond the reach of the modern world. Sandy heaved a heavy sigh. Without connection, the electronic device was useless. And from what their parents had told them, it sounded like Hasenhurst was positively prehistoric, a place where people still had to plug their electronics into the wall to talk to one another.

Still, Sister_Blackcat’s final warning stuck in their mind. Sandy smirked to themself. They were a scrapper. There were plenty of bullies at Harry S. Ruman High (A recent anti-LGBTQ edict from the Federal Accumulation Agency had removed the L’s, G’s, B’s, T’s and Q’s from the names of public schools) who had learned the hard way that this scrawny little twerp with gay purple hair was tougher than they looked. Sandy wasn’t above scratching or biting in a fight. The principal didn’t know what to do with Sandy. That was, Sandy suspected, the real reason Mom and Dad were going through with this whole stupid plan to spend the summer on some godforsaken English island. Sandy was certain that they thought some fresh sea air and gentle British vibes would take the fight out of Sandy, so that next year they would be able to get along nicely with every jerk at Harry S. Ruman High. Their parents had another think coming, because Sandy had no intention of mellowing out anytime soon.

If anyone messes with me, I’ll give them something to cry about, thought Sandy. Besides, I got friends in high places.

Sandy fingered the amulets dangling around their neck. That sort of talk had REALLY upset the principal back at Harry S. Ruman High. He barely knew how to deal with a troublemaker who threw punches; he had no clue what to do with one who threw hexes. Sandy had cursed Roger Jacobs (who had pulled Sandy’s hair and called them a slur), Jason Rodriguez and two of his cronies (who had cornered Sandy after school), and Mr. Williams (who was a huge asshole). Sandy was used to pissing people off, and they had pissed off much worse people than a few yokels. They were certain that they could deal with anything this island dished out.

Sandy’s mother was making a fuss now, pointing and yelling and being loud enough that Dad reacted and switched on the ignition. Sandy looked up from their electronic device. The outline of land was just visible through the pea soup mist and, right there, standing above the surface of the sea upon two barnacle-encrusted stilts where the ferry nearly grazed it, a waterlogged sign announced: WELCOME TO THE VILLAGE OF HASENHURST. A QUAINT COMMUNITY.

A second, less permanent sign affixed to it announced: WHERE TRADITIONS NEVER DIE.




3.


Welcome to Hollyoak House! We aim to make your stay as comfortable as possible! Our mission is to help our guests create beautiful family memories in our cozy home, so we would truly appreciate it if you could follow these house rules. Thank you in advance! During your stay, please respect the customs and bylaws of Hasenhurst. The host is not responsible for any dreams experienced inside the house.

—Note received upon booking Hollyoak House



The Manitou rumbled through streets almost too narrow to allow passage, between rows of darling little town houses crowded together like old friends. The houses were small and painted cheerful shades of red and blue, every window box overflowing with geraniums and petunias, and the thick early-morning marine layer gave the village a storybook feel—the people must still be asleep now, safe and warm in their beds, because this was the sort of deliciously chilly morning best spent snuggled under quilts and comforters. A banner across the road read HAPPY TIGGLESTIDE! FROM THE HASENHURST PARISH COUNCIL. Juniper and holly garlands twined around lampposts, and in the display windows of shops, wax dollies wearing dear little seasonal costumes were arranged into dioramas.

“Look at the decorations, sweetie!” said Jessica. “Everything’s lit up for Tigglestide!”

“What’s Tigglestide?” asked Sandy from the back seat.

“I’m sure it’s some English custom,” said Greg. “What luck that we’ve come just in time!”

A figure coalesced from the fog: a policeman loitering at a corner ahead, idly swinging his truncheon.

“That is darling!” squealed Jessica, grabbing Greg’s arm. “Look, Sandy, a real British bobby! Just like on television!”

Sandy snorted.

“I’m gonna ask for directions,” said Greg.

He pulled the Manitou to the curb and rolled down the window. “Excuse me, officer, could you tell us how to get to Hollyoak House?”

“ ’Ollyoak ’ouse, is it?” The bobby pushed the brim of his helmet up his forehead and fixed Greg with a stern but not unfriendly look. He had a fussy little toothbrush mustache that twitched with his every word, and wore a great number of crucifixes around his neck, which clinked together whenever he moved. “Blimey, sir, why perchance would you lot be ’eading to ’Ollyoak ’ouse? ’Ollyoak ’ouse ’as been empty for years.”

“We’re staying there,” said Greg. “We rented it.”

“You’re on ’oliday? Righto, sir, you will be wanting to continue on ’Ogswaddle Road for another ’alf a meter, then you will be ascertaining a turn to thee left and up Crumblybum Lane, Bob’s a donut, Jack Robinson, and then you will be crossing Bunnyfluff Bridge, jiggery jam.”

Jessica was certain she had misheard. “I’m sorry, surely you didn’t say Bunnyfluff Bridge?”

“Righto, ma’am,” said the bobby, tapping his helmet with his truncheon. “That’s thee one. And a ’appy Tigglestide to thee lot of you!”

“Happy Tigglestide to you as well, officer,” said Greg.

“Bunnyfluff Bridge? Can you believe that name?” said Jessica after they had resumed driving.

“Stan wasn’t kidding when he said this place was quaint,” said Greg. “We’re getting a taste of real traditional England.”

The bobby’s directions were easy to follow, since the road was one long winding path with no forks, back and forth through the village, ascending the hill with hairpin turns, until at last the houses began to thin. Greg veered the Manitou off the main road and onto a gravel path. Through the haze, Jessica could see the outlines of a massive, looming structure perched upon an upcoming hill.

The gravel road ended at a narrow stone bridge, the far end of which vanished into the ether. The bridge was too narrow to allow passage for the Manitou.

Greg hit the brakes and, unsure of how to deal with this problem, sat staring at the bridge in the yellow beams of the Manitou’s headlights. He eventually switched off the ignition.

“I guess we walk from here.”

“Why can’t they build proper bridges in this country?” Jessica groaned, but Greg had already unbuckled and dismounted from the car. Jessica followed, while Sandy remained inside, still on their electronic device until the last possible second. While Greg pulled their suitcases from the trunk, Jessica wandered to the bridge and ran her fingers over the rain-slick stones as if she might discern some way that the Manitou could fit, some angle that would allow passage. She peered into the mist, willing her eyes to pierce the veil of fog, as if there was something out there to see. But it was too thick, and Jessica saw nothing but a few yards of bridge, great tufts of cat grass and hawthorn growing from chinks in the stones, before it vanished into gray.

She wiped dew from a metal plaque mortared into place among the stones, that read:


BUNNYFLUFF BRIDGE: HISTORICAL RECORDS INDICATE THAT BUNNYFLUFF BRIDGE WAS ORIGINALLY BUILT CIRCA 1300. IT WAS NAMED FOR THE MANY RABBITS THAT MAKE THEIR HOME ON THE GROUNDS OF HOLLYOAK HOUSE TO THIS DAY. LOOK CLOSELY AND YOU MIGHT SEE THEM YOURSELF!



Sandy wandered over, shivering, with their electronic device shoved under their arm and their hands in their armpits. They were still dressed for a hot, dry California summer, because they had completely ignored Jessica’s repeated warnings that the weather on a British island would be substantially cooler and wetter. Sandy grimaced at the plaque, still pretending to be bored, and made a gagging noise.

“Bunnyfluff Bridge? Bleh!”

“Don’t be difficult, Sandy. Don’t you like rabbits?”

“It’s more than that,” said Sandy. “It’s that I have kinship with the spirit of the rabbit as part of my eclectic folkloric practice.”

“Well, I think it’s just cute,” said Jessica, annoyed. She waited for Greg to lead the way, but he hesitated in order to admire the view, so she sighed and started across Bunnyfluff Bridge herself, dragging her wheeled luggage behind her. Greg
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