
[image: Cover: How to Survive Camping: The Man With No Shadow: A Novel, by Bonnie Quinn.]



[image: How to Survive Camping: The Man With No Shadow, by Bonnie Quinn. Saga Press. London | New York | Toronto | Amsterdam/Antwerp | New Delhi | Sydney/Melbourne.]




In memory of Aunt Kathy, who believed in me.





RULES TO HELP YOU SURVIVE YOUR CAMPING EXPERIENCE


	When planning your camp, allocate three extra feet per tent. This leaves room for ropes and stakes.

	If you’re camping on an incline, dig a 1" wide and 3" deep trench that will direct water around your tents and common area. This will minimize flooding.

	Don’t follow the lights. (I can’t believe I even have to say this one.) Don’t follow the lights.

	Have a sturdy, waterproof container that holds a spare change of clothes and a blanket. This will ensure you have something warm and dry if your tent does flood.

	You can buy ice from the children who approach your camp ONLY if they have a wagon. Those are the children of other campers trying to make some extra spending money. If a group of children approaches you without a wagon, do not buy ice from them. Act like they don’t exist. The ice is not worth the consequences.

	Place solar lights near your tent stakes. This will keep people from tripping over them or the ropes at night.

	Keep track of what time the charge on the solar lights typically runs out. If the solars go out before then—if all the lights go out—keep your eyes shut. Get back in your tent and do not leave until sunup. Whatever you do, do not look outside.

	Pack some heavy blankets. It can get cold at night.

	If you see a group of people dancing in a circle around a fire, you may join them. If they welcome you in, dance with them until the music ends. Do not look at the musicians. If they do not welcome you, but instead stop and stare, back away slowly and then leave. If they follow you, you can try to run, but it is likely already too late. Pray that death comes swiftly.

	Be wary of a friendly man who may approach you in shaded areas. Try to convince him to move into the sunlight. If he casts a shadow, you can assume it’s another camper. Otherwise, end the conversation immediately and leave as quickly as you can.







Welcome to Goat Valley

I’m Kate, and I’m a campground manager. My family has owned Goat Valley Campground for generations, ever since we came to this area, and I inherited it during my final year of college. It’s about three hundred acres, most of that shaded by forest, and the rest is an open field. We occasionally host events, like dog clubs, music festivals, and weddings, but our primary focus is camping. The summer is our busy season, as camping is a cheap and pleasant vacation. Hammocks get erected in the trees. Grills get unloaded from the backs of trucks. There are some pretty elaborate setups. Some people come back year after year.

The return campers are smart. They know what they’re doing. They unload efficiently, as a group. Tents start to spring up. Community areas and kitchens go in the same place every year, where they’ve found the land suits their layout best. Tent locations may move around, but every camper knows in advance exactly where their tent is going in their allotted land. It’s a far cry from the disheveled masses that show up and simply expect everything to work out with no prior planning. By noon on setup day the experienced campers are sitting under their sunshades, sipping beer, while the newbies are relocating tents because they didn’t leave enough room for walkways. And that’s not the worst thing they can face here.

I try to help. I work with people organizing the big events. I have equipment to pull cars out of ditches, and the camp store carries essentials that people don’t know they need. I even put together this guidebook. Everyone receives it in the mail once I have their registration info and payment. I wish people would take it more seriously. It’s built off all the knowledge my family has passed down, along with a decade of my own experience running the campground.

This is old land, after all.

A parcel of land obtains a sort of significance when it’s been passed down from heir to heir. It becomes an old place in the world, not yet an ancient place—which has its own set of issues—but old enough to have attracted the attention of certain… things. Things that see humans as food.

I try to minimize the risk to my campers. I train my staff in recognizing and containing the inhuman, and we set out traps for creatures stupid enough to fall into them, so that they can be dispatched. I do as much as I can, even if that puts me in considerable danger.

It never feels like enough, though. So I wrote up easy-to-remember rules and began to distribute them.

This is the part that the new campers don’t take seriously. They think my rules are a prank, some little joke of the reclusive camp manager who perhaps doesn’t spend much time around other people. The experienced campers try to tell them otherwise, but they don’t always listen. Unfortunately, telling people what they need to do isn’t an effective technique for changing behavior.

You know what does help people change their behaviors? Storytelling. It’s one of the best techniques, far better than just having a list of rules. Instead of telling someone “do this,” you tell the person a story that demonstrates the behavior you want. Preferably true, as that carries more weight. And the more personal it is, the more the individual will relate and subsequently accept what you are trying to instruct them to do.

So I’m telling you my story.

I don’t have a list of rules because I’m trying to ruin your fun. I have a list because I’m trying to keep you from coming back to camp and finding your tent collapsed and full of rainwater and having no dry clothes or place to sleep. I’m trying to keep you from spending half of your precious vacation setting up tents because you didn’t plan where everything would go in advance. And I’m trying to keep you from doing small, simple things that could result in a horrific and most assuredly agonizing demise.

But I can’t do everything. I can’t save people from themselves.







PART 1 Late Summer

In late August and early September, lots of sunshine and moderate temperatures make for great camping, but don’t forget to pack sunscreen. Nighttime temperatures will fluctuate, and may be an indication of inhuman activity, so stay alert after dark. Make reservations in advance; Goat Valley is popular at this time of the year.
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Leave Foraging to the Professionals

Every morning, I circle the camp on a four-wheeler. I’m looking for any new developments on the land, such as a tree that needs to be pulled down or signs that something more alarming has happened in the dangerous hours of the night. I leave directly after I finish my breakfast and a cup of coffee. My house is on the campground, so it’s easy for me to take the early shift.

The whole thing began one morning last August. There’s never usually many people awake during my first patrol, so it was especially noticeable when I saw him approaching, walking down the middle of the road. A man in his thirties, bald, bare-faced, his face and ears covered in piercings, and with rings on every finger. His clothing was ordinary, a black hoodie and jeans. He walked slowly and deliberately, his head bowed so that it was difficult to see his expression, and—as always—he carried before him in both hands a cup made from a human skull. I pulled the four-wheeler over and waited, my stomach twisting with apprehension.

I have drunk from his cup before.

Years ago, he stopped me on the road. I thought he was a camper needing assistance, until he handed me the skull cup and bade me drink. I did, as I had already learned that when a being of power asks something of you, it is better to comply.

He lifted the cup to my lips and I drank. One swallow. Another. He kept the cup there; his thin fingers brushed my hair back when it slipped past my ear, and I drank almost half of the cup’s contents. The liquid inside tasted bitter and salty with a vegetal undertone. My stomach burned, and I swallowed hard, struggling to keep it down.

“Thank you for the drink,” I said when I was done, trying to sound sincere.

He knew I’d lied, for he smiled briefly, his dark eyes flashing with cool amusement.

“It was wise to not refuse,” he replied.

He told me what he would have done had I not drunk, and my insides crawled with horror as he spoke, and I wanted him to stop, but to interrupt would have been a dire insult. His words were etched into my memories, and for days after I shivered whenever I thought of the fate I had so narrowly avoided. I still feel cold and small when I think about what he told me.

That evening, I threw up my dinner. I threw up the crackers I’d eaten. I even threw up water. Finally, I stopped eating and drinking altogether and waited a full day to try again. I was weak and miserable, but I survived.

Now, seeing him approaching on the road, I mentally cursed my misfortune. This was our busy time of year. I couldn’t afford to be sick for a day.

He stopped just before he reached me. Raised a hand and beckoned for me to come closer, flashing that thin, dry smile at the look of dread on my face.

“Are you not thirsty?” he asked mockingly.

“Not particularly, but if you wish to offer me a drink, I will not be so rude as to refuse.”

My heart hammered in my chest.

“Be at ease—I did not come to offer you a drink. I came to give you a warning: your campground is stirring. They seek the unwary… and one of your charges has conducted business with the children.”

I stood there, staring blankly at him. He sighed, almost imperceptibly, and even though his expression did not change, I felt the weight of his disapproval when he spoke next. These ancient beings do not enjoy having to explain themselves.

“The Children with No Wagon,” he said, speaking slowly, as if that would help me understand. “Someone bought ice from them.”

“Oh,” I said dumbly. “Oh no.”


RULE #5: You can buy ice from the children who approach your camp ONLY if they have a wagon. Those are the children of other campers trying to make some extra spending money. If a group of children approaches you without a wagon, do not buy ice from them. Act like they don’t exist. The ice is not worth the consequences.



It wasn’t until the Man with the Skull Cup was almost out of sight that I realized I didn’t have any idea which campsite had purchased the ice, and there were a lot of people here right now. I did the dumb thing. I jumped on the four-wheeler, turned it around, and went after him. I pulled up along the side of the road, a respectful distance away, and called out to him.

“Hey, what campsite was it?”

He paused almost imperceptibly.

“Are you thirsty after all?” Even though his words were mild, I understood them for the threat they were.

“Nope, I’m good, sorry for bothering you.”

I drove away before he changed his mind on granting me mercy. This was not good. The Children with No Wagon had been on the campground for generations, according to my family records, but they were a wild card. Just like human children, their behavior could be unpredictable. And dangerous.

There was, however, someone I could ask for help.

I went to see my longest-running camp. They’re a group of friends who have been coming here for over two decades and are willing to work with me. As a result, I’ve given them the best campsite. It’s up on a hill, nestled in a clear spot among the trees so that their camp has shade most of the day and there’s spots to hang hammocks. A gas line runs up the hill, so I have to keep part of it free of trees, which funnels the breeze straight into their camp. It’s noticeably cooler there than the rest of the site.

It’s also the most dangerous.

I heard their shouting before I arrived. I slowed, cutting the noise of the engine down enough that I could make out words. I needn’t have bothered. It was nothing but cursing. I couldn’t tell if it was an intra-camp dispute (doubtful, they kept the drama to a minimum) or if they were angry at another group (plausible, they had a couple of feuds going on with the younger camps) or if it was something else. Bracing myself, I hopped off the vehicle and walked in past the line of tents that marked their boundary.

There were five people in the common area, clustered around the beer kegs. They had a cooler that was outfitted with four taps, and they ran lines up through a steel plate that was packed with ice, providing access to chilled beer from the tap at any time. Right now, they had all four taps open, and dark liquid was spilling out onto the ground. There was an odd smell in the air that turned my stomach.

Like a butcher’s shop, I thought.

“Is that… blood?” I ventured, walking closer.

“YES.” Erin, the woman who brewed their beer, kicked one of the kegs. “All of them are blood. Is this an omen? Do we need to pack up and leave early?”

I lifted the cooler lid and found a maze of tubing enmeshed in a pile of ice. Ice that was no doubt bought from ordinary, human children, but that didn’t matter anymore. No one was safe.

“It’s more like a threat,” I said grimly. “I’m going to deal with it, though. I just need to talk to the Thing in the Dark.”

“Sure.” She jerked her head at the back of their camp, where the trees crowded in close enough that their shadows overlapped, and the forest floor was noticeably darker under the lattice of their branches. “We haven’t seen the solars go out all week, though, so maybe it’s not home.”


RULE #7: Keep track of what time the charge on the solar lights typically runs out. If the solars go out before then—if all the lights go out—keep your eyes shut. Get back in your tent and do not leave until sunup. Whatever you do, do not look outside.



Some of the creatures on my campground are less malevolent than others. So long as they are respected, they won’t kill you or even seriously harm you. My father had spoken to the Thing in the Dark once, asking it what it wanted. It didn’t want anyone to look at it. That was all. And I’d visited the Thing too, back when I needed to put the senior camp near its lair. I asked if their proximity would disturb it. It replied that it would not, but nor would it hesitate to take any of the campers, should they break our agreement.

The creature’s lair is nothing more than a mound of broken branches, easily mistaken for a pile of stacked debris. The creature itself rarely leaves, but when it does, well, people vanish.

I crept into the forest, wincing at the branches that cracked under my feet. The air grew colder as I approached. Sound fell away, encasing me in silence so heavy that the only thing I heard was my own heartbeat. As I drew nearer, it felt like the darkness in between the piled branches was reaching out, gathering up all the light, and dragging it to its doom. I shut my eyes.

“Excuse me,” I whispered, my voice cracking. I coughed and tried again. “Sorry to bother you, but I have a question.”

A long silence. Then it spoke. Its words were rough, like stones rolling against each other. I winced in pain, for it felt like my head was between those stones and my skull would crack under their weight. It asked me what I wished to know.

I told it about the children. That someone had bought ice from them.

“The children are displeased by their lack of prey,” it finally replied. I pressed my fingers against the bones near my ear, as if that could help relieve the pressure. “They rejoice at finally being given an opportunity.”

“To do what?”

The pile of branches moved. The earth shifted and I stumbled. Its shrug had nearly thrown me to the ground.

“This is just the start,” it sighed. “More will suffer. All will suffer.”

I felt cold inside. All of my campers were at risk. Goat Valley itself could be at risk.

“What can I do?”

“Eliminate the one that started it.” The ground bucked violently, and I was thrown to my hands and knees. “Either they bear the consequences alone… or everyone else will in their stead.”

I stumbled to my feet, gibbering my apologies to the Thing in the Dark for disturbing it and my gratitude for its advice. Then I fled, fighting the urge to look back the entire time.

I called over the radio for my available staff to convene at the barn. If we were going to find out who bought the ice, we’d need to go from campsite to campsite talking to people, and I try to leave the whole socializing part of this job to employees with actual social skills. It’s important to know your weaknesses when you’re in a leadership position.

Bryan was the first to arrive. He brought his dogs, because Bryan always brings his dogs. The massive black hounds are a fixture on the campground, part of the package when I hired Bryan shortly after I took over. His family is from Ireland. They came over during the potato famine and have retained that Irish heritage fairly strongly in their bloodline. Most of the family are redheads, except for Bryan and his dad, who have jet-black hair.

Bryan is my most reliable employee; he always shows up on time and doesn’t start drama—mostly because he prefers the company of his dogs over that of the rest of the staff. He entered the barn, almost swallowed up in the sea of charcoal fur around him.

I’ve had more than a few panicked phone calls from campers who have mistaken the dogs for wolves.

Two more of my employees trailed in shortly after. The campground is divided into sectors, and I gave the three of them each a couple to check, along with instructions on what to ask the campers, and then sent them on their way. Then I waited. I waited a bit more. Then I finally got on the radio and asked where the hell Jessie was.

“I haven’t seen her for the past two hours,” Bryan replied. “Want me to go look for her?”

“No, I’ll handle section N myself,” I sighed. “She probably forgot to charge her radio again.”

Normally an absent staff member was cause for concern, but Jessie was… well. Jessie was a problem. She didn’t want to be here. She didn’t like the manual-labor parts of the job. And her dislike of the campground had extended to the staff who did like working here, which soured those working relationships pretty quickly. I tried to assign her tasks she could do by herself, like cleaning the bathrooms. The only reason she was still around was because she didn’t have better job options in town, and the only reason I hadn’t fired her was because her dad was the town’s dentist. I had a strong interest in not making an enemy of the person poking around inside my mouth. I admit part of me hoped that a monster would get her and save me the hassle of managing her, though.

Eliminate the one that started it. Those words rattled around in my head as I went from campsite to campsite in section N, asking if they’d bought ice from the Children with No Wagon today. I received quizzical looks from the newer campers, but the older ones answered solemnly, understanding the gravity of my question. They knew the rules.

But apparently no one knew who had bought the ice. Clearly someone was lying, but, eventually, I gave up and radioed Bryan and the rest of the staff to tell them to go home.

I spent the evening digging through my books of camp management and folklore, trying to find some sort of ritual or appeasement I could try. There wasn’t much to go on. The children had shown up on the campground during my great-aunt Pearl’s tenure, and while she’d given the family strict instructions to not “play along with their games,” the details of what would happen had been lost along the way. My family’s philosophy has always been that if a creature isn’t an active threat, leave it alone. Don’t interact; don’t attempt to drive it off; just be glad it’s not trying to eat the campers. As a result, the children had never been a big concern of mine. Sure, when they started selling ice a few years back, that was a bit alarming, but they didn’t seem to be trying very hard. But now they’d succeeded. I stared at the notes arrayed before me until my eyes ached and the words swam meaningless in front of me. This was unprecedented. And I don’t like unprecedented. At Goat Valley, unprecedented is dangerous.

Night fell, and I reluctantly abandoned my efforts until the morning. I slept fitfully and awoke an hour before dawn.

It was still dark when I threw on some clothing and headed to the garage for my four-wheeler. I even skipped making coffee. I needed to see what had happened overnight.

The Man with the Skull Cup stood on the road, staring off into the trees and calmly sipping the liquid inside his cup like he was taking his morning tea and not something that had made me vomit for twenty-four hours straight. I pulled up close by and killed the engine so we could talk.

“Skipped your coffee, did you?” he asked. “Want a drink?”

“I am quite satisfied, but I will gladly accept if you wish to share,” I replied with gritted teeth.

That thin smile again. Now he was just messing with me.

I looked in the direction he was staring. In the distance was a line of people—twelve in all—dangling in midair. For one brief, horrifying moment I could only think of the last time I’d found someone who hadn’t heeded the rules, their gutted body dangling uncomfortably close to my house, like it was a warning. The bloody remains that I’d had to clean up, alone.

“Oh no no no no,” I gasped, abandoning the four-wheeler to run toward them.

They were alive. I almost wept with relief. Each person hung from the branches by their ankles, their bodies covered with bruises and scratches. It seemed they had been violently dragged across the ground before being strung up. But at least they were alive.

“Next time it’ll be their flayed skins hoisted in the branches,” the Man with the Skull Cup said from behind me. “You should end this quickly.”

“I’m surprised by your concern.”

I didn’t take my eyes off the campers, calculating how I was going to safely get them down.

“I need people to share a drink with,” he murmured. “I can’t do that if everyone dies. Speak with camp H34.”

“Wow, thanks, you could have told me that yesterday,” I muttered through clenched teeth.

I called Bryan to help get the terrified campers down. They didn’t fight much while we were doing this, just hung there limply, crying or whimpering softly. It made the job a lot easier. Deadweight is predictable, and we could pull them toward the ladder, get a good hold on them, and then cut the ropes and pass them down to the ground.

Eliminate the one that started it.

As the abducted campers were taken off to the local hospital for treatment, I delegated the police paperwork to Bryan and jumped on my four-wheeler. Camp H34. People don’t usually recognize me as the camp manager, and so they don’t realize that when I show up in person to ask questions, it means that something has gone horribly wrong. The campers in H34 were helpful, and it only took a few questions to identify the man who had bought the ice.

“Did they have a wagon?” I demanded. “Did you read the rules? It was number five. You don’t buy ice unless they have a wagon.”

“Oh,” he said bleakly. “That one. Well, there are a lot of rules.”

I took a breath. Held it a moment. Reminded myself that the majority of people are good-intentioned and don’t do things simply to cause trouble. That it is my responsibility as both camp manager and a decent human being to be understanding and help people, because we have a common goal. I want them to have a safe and fun camping experience that they survive, and they probably also want to stay alive. This man didn’t ignore my rule simply out of spite. It was an accident. An unfortunate accident. That’s what I told myself. I really didn’t want to do what the Thing in the Dark said I had to do.

I asked him why he’d glossed over that rule. My tone was polite and friendly without a hint of judgment. That’s the important bit—people respond in kind. So long as I didn’t accuse, he wouldn’t become defensive, and we could have a productive conversation.

I’ve done a lot of reading on conflict resolution and behavioral change.

He hadn’t taken them seriously, he admitted. He’d certainly read them. Intently, in fact, because he’d thought it was a joke, but it was a clever joke and he’d enjoyed it. But real? Nah. He pointed to his tent, showing how it had three feet of clearance between the other tents and that they’d brought a watertight container in case of flooding. The will was there. My system was flawed.

I swallowed some profanity. I thanked him for talking to me and walked away. Then I went into the woods and gathered some mushrooms.

They’re called destroying angel. Amanita virosa.

I crushed the mushrooms and took the resulting juice (careful not to touch it with my bare hands) back to his camp. While the campers were out having lunch in the town, I snuck in and poured the juice into the man’s reusable water bottle, swirled it around to coat the sides, and then left it to dry.

At first it seemed like mere food poisoning, but by the time his campmates took him to the ER, he was suffering from liver and kidney failure. They did their best, but I had put a generous dose in that bottle, and his body simply could not keep up, not even with medical intervention. He was dead within thirty-six hours.

And that was the end of it. When I saw the Children with No Wagon next, they were dourly hauling their bags of ice from campsite to campsite, their faces sullen with frustration. I waved at them as I drove past on my four-wheeler. They’d been so close to getting what they wanted. And I’d ruined it. The campground was safe again.

Or so I thought.





Dance till You’re Dead

There are some benefits to being an early riser. Solitude. Seeing the sun rise. Finding the human torso lying in the middle of the road before anyone else.

Yes. The torso. Just the torso.

I sighed. It was shaping up to be one of those weeks. I pulled out my camera and took photos from all the important angles that the police would be interested in. Then I grabbed the large black trash bags I keep in the back of the four-wheeler and edged the body into one. I tied it shut, put another bag around it, and tied it again. Then I hoisted it onto the back of the vehicle and strapped it down. The blood was fresh enough that I could wash it off into the dirt with the couple of gallons of water I carried around for this specific purpose.

Now, I understand you may be astonished that I would clean up the scene of a violent death without first contacting the police. However, my family has an understanding with local law enforcement. The campground is very important around here. It brings a lot of people in, and during the peak of summer we double the county’s population. They spend a lot of money on local businesses. A lot of money.

The police don’t mind if we take certain liberties to ensure the normal operation of the campground isn’t disrupted. It would be upsetting to campers if they came across a dismembered body or an active police scene. The police just request that we go through the sheriff for everything. Avoid traumatizing the boys in blue too much. That was a tradition that had started with the Old Sheriff, who’d worked closely with my parents.

I called the Old Sheriff as soon as I was back at the house, and then I started calling around for help. I’d only found the torso, after all. That meant there were two legs, two arms, and a head yet to be found, and I had no idea how many pieces those parts were in.

I like to think of my staff as family… because most of them actually are. While it’s just me and my two brothers left in my immediate family, my extended family is pretty large. Very few people have moved away, except for my younger brother Tyler, and the family tree just keeps growing. It’s useful to have lots of relatives to call upon when we need extra help around here, even if they are only distantly connected to you. I have a handful that I can count on, mostly great- and great-great-aunts and uncles who I’ve called aunt and uncle since childhood, and I’m certainly not going to stop now. To be honest, I don’t keep close track of the family tree. My great-aunt Lorna does, and I ask her whenever I need clarification.

A handful live on the campground, in small houses scattered across the property with fences to keep the campers out. My father’s younger brother, Uncle Tobias, and his wife, Aunt Aleda, moved into one when they got married. The rest of the buildings are used by whatever cousin needs a place to stay at the time. They’re the people I call upon when I need immediate, discreet help.

Around here, it’s important to keep land in the hands of family. It might not matter to us, but the creatures in the woods care about such things.

I got ahold of Aunt Aleda, who took over rounding up my uncle, my older brother Chris, a second cousin from my mom’s side, and my cousin April, who was living on the campground. While my family scoured the woods for the remaining body parts, I could deal with the police. The Old Sheriff responded alone, fortunately. I wasn’t fond of his deputy, who was starting to take over some of the Old Sheriff’s duties.

The Old Sheriff had been helping with our campsite difficulties since before I was born. I remember watching him as a child, talking gruffly with my parents in low voices. He’d always stop to say hello to me before he left and let me wear his sheriff hat. After my parents died and I took control of the campground, he’d show up even when there wasn’t a body to deal with. Just to make sure I was okay.

We sat in my office and looked through the photos I’d taken on my computer, then he requested to see the body out in the backyard.

I pulled it off the four-wheeler and cut the plastic open. Mercifully, the body was still fresh enough that it hadn’t started to smell of decay, just the sour, meaty smell of early death. The Old Sheriff inspected the severed sockets, picking at the edges of flesh and muscle delicately with his fingers before sitting back on his haunches and stripping off his stained latex gloves.

“This is different than the other cases I’ve looked at,” he finally said.

I blinked, taken aback. I knew that this could happen someday, that I’d be the one to deal with something new moving in, but it was a distant sort of knowledge, the sort that you decide to handle some other time and live in blissful ignorance of until it comes. Like writing a will.

“I should get Chris,” I sighed. “He might know if our parents ever mentioned something like this.”

The Old Sheriff looked at me oddly for a moment before reminding me that he’d worked with my parents on every death that had happened on the campground. He’d know if they’d seen this before. He went on to explain that the limbs were severed methodically. When we were dealing with a wild animal—whether natural or otherwise—the bodies would be haphazardly torn apart. There’d be additional injuries from teeth or claw marks. But the torso was untouched. There wasn’t even bruising. This indicated that the victim hadn’t even been restrained—at least not by a method that left marks… or not on the only part of his body we had found.

The police might not be able to tell us what we were dealing with, but they could help narrow the possibilities.

They could also help with the cover story.

The Old Sheriff had brought the police van, so we carefully wrapped the body up and put it in the back for transport to the morgue. He asked that we bring the other body parts by, once we found them, and they’d start trying to identify the victim. Meanwhile, I planned to check in with the campers to figure out if someone was missing and try to find out any information about what they’d done or where they’d gone. Then the Old Sheriff would come back with some paperwork about a wild animal attack, and that’d be it.

We found all the body parts by midday. They’d been left deliberately, placed so that someone actively searching for them could find them, but the casual passerby was unlikely to notice.

My cousin April found the head. She called for me on the walkie-talkie, asking that I come look, and she sounded deeply shaken. April was from my mom’s side, so she hadn’t had much exposure to the campground yet. We weren’t close growing up, as she was almost a decade younger than me, but she was easy to get along with and, most importantly, reliable.

The head was placed on a stake in the center of a narrow clearing. The air felt close, suffocating with invisible tension. The ground was spongy, as it sat in a depression that collected water every time it rained. Four more stakes were stabbed into the earth in a circle around it. I pulled out my compass and checked their orientation. They sat askew from the cardinal directions. I frowned. This was a deliberate perversion.

“Look,” April whispered, pointing at the head on the stake. And I suddenly realized why she sounded even more upset than usual. “He’s still alive.”

I edged closer. My skin crawled, and I felt goose bumps break out on my arms as I crossed the perimeter of the circle. A middle-aged man, perhaps in his forties. His jaw was missing, leaving behind the upper row of teeth, and his eyes were wide with silent suffering.

He blinked.

I swore and stumbled backward. Rounded on April and told her to leave, to go take a break and recover her composure. As long a break as she needed. I’d take care of it from here.

Perhaps watching my parents die, a silent observer in a dream that felt like reality, had prepared me to withstand this sort of horror. I confess that it angers me, to see someone die in a manner that no one should have to endure, but I’ve long since accepted that this is life. My world no longer has room for the blissful illusion that humanity has no predators.

I told the head that it would be okay, that I could put an end to this and he’d finally, mercifully, die. A couple of tears ran down his cheeks, and I saw relief in his eyes. Then I went to the stakes and pulled them free from the ground. After I wrenched the last one from the earth, I stood and watched the man’s face. His eyes remained open, long past when he should have blinked, and I was satisfied that whatever ritual had bound him here had been disrupted. The air felt different as well. Lighter.

I left the remaining detective work of identifying the victim to the police and Bryan, because of course Jessie was conveniently absent again. No doubt she’d drag herself over once everything was wrapping up, which was particularly aggravating as she actually had a few years of experience on the campground and knew how to handle these situations. She was better at this than Bryan, in fact, because Bryan doesn’t like talking to the Old Sheriff or the police. He doesn’t like talking to anyone except his dogs.

Then I locked myself in my office. It’d taken almost the full decade after inheriting the campground for it to finally feel like my own. The marks of my parents were strewn everywhere, and I had moved in slowly, replacing their presence with my own. Their books on folklore and camp management were still on the bookshelves, worn, the bindings broken, the pages crumpled and smudged. I wondered how many times my father and mother had leafed through these, searching for answers.

Folklore is not a tidy thing. Monsters and creatures of power don’t fall neatly into categories. It is not so different from the natural world in this regard. We can look at a bird and know it is a bird, but what kind is it? Bird of prey or waterbird or woodpecker or pigeon or any of the other many types?

Similarly, was I now dealing with a spirit or a demon or a fairy or a god or something that fell into that gray area in between? And even if I could narrow it down, there were still variations within a category. If we were dealing with an incubus, was it one in the classical sense, or was it the kind with chicken legs from the knee down?

Yes, chicken-footed incubi exist.

I decided to try a couple of things. The use of ritual made me suspect fairies, but the perversion of it also made me think spirits. I gathered up some deterrents from the shed: iron stakes, hawthorn branches, stones with holes in them, and other assorted folk charms. Then I went about the campground and left them in strategic areas, mostly at crossroads and along the edge of the designated camping areas.

I erred. When something new moved into the campground, it was usually a brute creature that could be driven off, captured, or killed. Beasts that could be outsmarted.

Certainly not ones that would retaliate.



That night, I was woken by the sound of a voice outside my bedroom window. I didn’t catch the words, for I came to awareness at the end of the conversation. Someone was talking to the little girl who cries outside my window every night.

That made me sit up straight in my bed. Who—or what—would talk to the little girl?

“Don’t worry,” an amused voice said to her. “I promise we won’t kill her.”

Her weeping stopped. There was the soft sound of her feet running in the grass—away from the house. Someone—or something—had sent the girl away. My heart began to hammer in my chest, and I quietly slipped out of bed, thinking of the shotgun I keep in the closet, wondering if it’d do anything at all.

Then my house shook as something slammed against the front and back doors in unison. A pause. Another impact that rattled the doors in their frames. A third, final impact and the crack and crash of both doors being torn off their hinges.

I stumbled to the closet, blind with fear, thinking of how my father had died, how he’d clawed with his bare hands at the beast’s face as if he could fight it off even as its teeth severed his body in two. My hands closed over the shotgun’s stock as footsteps echoed down the hallway. I stood, turned—and there was a hand against the shotgun’s barrel, pushing it up and away, and then another palm against my cheek.

“That’s enough,” a female voice said. I couldn’t see her face in the darkness of my bedroom. “How about you go for a walk with us?”

I don’t remember much after that. I left the house with them. I’m not sure how many others there were. Only the woman spoke to me. We walked into the forest, and I’m not certain of the route we took, for it comes and goes as if I were slipping in and out of sleep.

When my awareness returned, I found myself standing beside a lit campfire, in among a ring of people. The ground around me was packed earth. The woman moved from person to person, a ceramic pitcher in her arms. She slipped a cupped hand inside and came up with a handful of water, which she dribbled on the brow of the person before her. Something felt wrong about this ritual. Unsettling. I tried to move or speak, but I found my body was slow to respond to my desires.

Finally, she stopped in front of me.

“Why don’t you join us?” she murmured, pouring the water on my brow. It ran down my face and neck and into the neckline of my nightgown. It felt gritty, and I tasted salt when a drop touched the edge of my lip.

The people began to dance, and I was compelled to join them. My body was not under my control. Step. Turn. Stretch our hands to the night sky, spines arched. Twist and bend. Touch the ground. Then up, a hop, and then the music quickened. And I saw, as we spun, that the music came from a hunched group at the edge of the light. A violin. A hand drum. Something that reminded me of a flute.

We continued dancing. My legs began to ache. My breathing grew labored. Bright pain stabbed through my feet and ankles, and I thought, madly, that I felt blood against my bare feet with every step. Still the Dancers went on, their movements growing more aggressive, more frenzied, and I wept and pleaded in broken, panicked fragments for them to release me.

They did not.

Eventually, after what felt like hours, the woman’s hand snapped up. She grabbed me by the neck, raising her arm, her fingers digging into my tendons.

“What were you trying to do, Kate?” she hissed. “All those things you left in the woods—that was for us, wasn’t it?”

I stood on tiptoes, trying to ease the pressure on my throat.

“Trying to… make you leave?”

I added “please” as an afterthought.

She examined me for a moment and then let go of my neck. I stumbled backward, coughing. She laughed, a high delicate sound like the chime of a bell. The fire was to her back, and I could only see her chin and lips in the flickering light.

“The little girl and the beast have laid claim to your life,” she said, and she grinned savagely, her white teeth shining in the darkness. “None of us will contest their right. However, there is still so much we can do to you before you succumb.”

She was toying with me. But I hadn’t got this far along in my camp manager career by being intimidated.

“Did you kill that man?” I gritted my teeth. “Why?”

Her eyes went wide, and she stared at me incredulously.

“You take advantage of your immunity from death,” she said in amusement. “I like your boldness. I will tell you. It’s not like you can keep anyone from the temptation of joining in our dance.”

She glanced around the clearing, and even in my exhaustion and with the erratic light of the bonfire, I recognized where we were. Campsite N21. Flat, open, and prone to flooding when it rained. Great location for large parties.

“And we will be staying,” she continued. “This is an… interesting place. Exciting things are happening on this land. I want to see where it ends.”

My campers had to be welcomed in, she explained. Permitted to join their dance. She refused to elaborate on what sort of person they would welcome and who they would reject. There wasn’t any sort of criteria, she said with a shrug. They just knew who they liked and didn’t like.

And then there were some they hated. Nothing they did would matter. It would be too late, far too late from the instant they laid eyes on them.

Like the dismembered camper we’d found.

She leaned in close, and I felt her breath against my ear. Her body smelled of earth and plants.

“Don’t try to drive us off again,” she whispered.

Then she directed me to look at the musicians.

I did.

They raised their heads and looked back at me.

My next memory is of being on my knees, my fingernails stained with blood, the skin around my eyes and down my cheeks burning from where I’d clawed it raw. My chest heaved in gasps, racking my entire body with convulsions as it instinctively tried to bring in more oxygen to my battered lungs. Pain shot up my legs with every beat of my heart, and my feet burned. I lay there, writhing in the dirt, whimpering and openly weeping.

The Dancers were gone, and mercifully, they’d taken the musicians as well.

I’m not sure how long I lay there shuddering on the ground. It was Bryan who found me. I heard his footsteps approaching at a run, and then he
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