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Finn

IT IS STRANGE to sit in the Forest with a rifle, bullets, and the intention to kill. The Forest is meant to be a place of harmony, where the order of things is meticulous, spontaneous, and beautiful.

I am a blemish in an otherwise blissful system.

My only justification for upsetting said balance is that I am here, with a gun, to silence another disturbance.

“To the right,” Jay whispers, his words turning into clouds similar to a furnace expelling smoke. His voice is so soft the branches seem to lean downward greedily, as if the leaves could catch each of his words like raindrops. With the meek backdrop of the Forest, Jay’s features are highlighted and prominent. His sturdy jaw, light stubble, and bright eyes were all a combination of classic handsome.

I, on the other hand, am classically average. Brown hair, dull eyes, and a nose that’s a little too big.

After waiting in the same spot an unholy amount of time, my body had sunk deeper in Pa’s musky leather jacket while my muscles and thoughts had stiffened from neglect. The slightest stirring from Jay startles me out of my daydreaming and from my cocoon of warmth. Unlike me in the present moment, Jay’s attention and energy are crisp and alert while his entire body leans forward in anticipation.

“Do you see him?” Jay murmurs with thinly veiled anxiety. He scrambles for his rifle with shaky fingers, brings the scope up to gaze through. I blame the cold, or my own fleeting concentration, but I cannot see what he does. The only abnormalities I see in the surrounding Forest are the slabs of meat Jay strung up on the branches like decorations to attract the ferals.

With a huff of frustration, he angles my line of sight with his rough fingers, squishing my cheeks, and gripping my head. Within an instant of the contact of his skin on mine, my mind sharpens.

Allowing my gaze to soften so I can absorb more of my surroundings, I finally see the tiniest of movements. A flash of white that doesn’t belong to the never-ending bark. A drifting smudge in the sea of stillness. Yet, the Forest is so dense the leaves tend to bunch together like armor, protecting its inhabitants from invaders. Between one blink and the next, the Forest returns to its previous state. Not a twig out of place. Nothing exposed.

“Found ya,” Jay says, his voice trembling. I study his nervous movements. Gloved fingers twitching individually. Teeth tugging at his bottom lip. Chest barely rising and falling as he forgets to breathe. For he has the skills of a great hunter, but not the heart for it. Jay was the boy who once found a rabbit with a broken leg and attempted to nurse it back to health. He was the same boy that cried for four days after his father snapped the creature’s neck to put it out of its misery.

I’m not good at vocalizing emotions, making them into pretty little words, which is a genetic trait from Pa. All I can tell Jay is, “Stay calm,” and that doesn’t sound like near enough. I wish I could tell him that we should head back to town, that he deserved much more than loud rifles and dirt.

But I don’t say those things.

I move past him, my boots squishing in the mixture of mud and snow. Each step is heavier than it needs to be, and my impatience starts to hum within my ears with each squish, squish. As I stalk, I strain to find the distortion of the brown that slipped away.

“It was probably a raccoon,” I tell Jay, despite knowing we are meant to be silent. Loud hunters gain no prizes. “I bet you got caught—”

A snort comes from my right, and as I turn, I find a beast stationed between two oak trees.

Its massive frame looms before me with red-rimmed eyes, thick and building black veins, patchy fur, and teeth bared. My eyes soak up every inch of the deer, my heart hammering in time with his exhales. From this distance, the beast is nearly magnificent, practically the size of a horse. His nostrils flare as he paws at the ground, catching all wayward smells while each muscle twitches and throbs. Unlike his cousins, this stag does not flee at the sight of a human. Instead, he lowers his brow defiantly, his antlers posed daggers.

It is an unholy combination of god and devil.

A loud crack fires off behind me, and before I can even blink, the bark of the nearest oak shatters into a thousand shards.

With fear leading it, the stag rears back onto his hind legs and lashes out with hooves strong enough to break bones. I attempt to leap backward, but my boots do not leave the mud willingly. As I fall onto the ground, my rifle skids across the Forest floor. I scramble for the dagger stored at my hip, but my gloves make the hilt as slick as a trout. As the stag brings down the weight of its body with an aggravated snort, I roll to my side so that the hooves bury themselves into muck, not flesh. I manage to free my knife and drag it across the beast’s torso before I make a dash for safety.

The buck, alarmed by the sudden pain, moves his eyes frantically, rolling them around his skull and exposing the whites. Its scream, a noise rivaling that of a horn being blown, attacks me even from a distance.

Another gunshot fires off too close, missing once more. As mud rains down from the misfire, the stag flees, taking blood and the stench of rot with it deep into the lush green.

Crawling out from the bush I dove into, I can hear Jay abandoning his usual stealth to reach me. His right boot slips in the slush as he nears me, causing him to crash down beside me. “Shit, Finn. Are you okay?” His hand creeps near my knee before stopping inches from it. “I thought—”

“What even was that?” I snap, pointing at the crude hole in the ground. Instantly, Jay’s cheeks flare red, his face hardening defensively. “You were aiming for it, right?” Jay is deadly silent. I work my jaw, hoping to alleviate the ringing still echoing in my eardrums.

Jay curls his fingers into fists. “Next time would you rather I let you go? You seemed to be handling it well,” he bites back with sarcasm.

At the lodge, Jay will find any reason not to pick up a gun. Instead, he studies the plants, tinkers with complex traps, and vanishes like a frightened barn cat at the sound of a rifle exploding. I shouldn’t be surprised he’s an awful shot, considering his lack of practice.

“Well, I’m alive,” I tell him, wanting more than anything to be on the move again, and to distance myself from the anger that quickly rose to the top. “But maybe leave the guns to me?”

After a quick smile, Jay squares his shoulders and flexes his hands as the facade of a hunter starts to settle back over him. As the best parts of him get stuffed away. “I’ll find him again,” he promises, and I have no doubt that he will. It’s often teased that Jay has a nose more acute than a hound. He carries a rifle for formalities, but his talents lie within his knowledge of the land. Animal droppings, tracks, and broken twigs are all parts of Jay’s trade. It’s what makes him valuable to a band of killers. “We are losing daylight,” he points out. “And we’re approaching Falling Rock.”

Are we that far out? I think, dazed. With Jay, time isn’t something I usually keep up on. When we were young, I would battle fatigue for one more hour with him.

I scratch at my neckline where sweat starts to bead. “Well, I left you a blood trail, so my portion of help is exhausted.” I let the edges of my lips rise, and Jay accepts it with a nod. This is how comrades treat one another.

Right?

Jay rises, body hunched close to the ground as he follows the red through the bushes.

Once upon a time, back when it became evident a gun only felt natural in one of our grips, Jay tried teaching me the art of tracking, taking great pride in his skill. But at that age, when I was young and full of pride, I pretended it didn’t interest me. Eventually, after I’d declined his guiding hand enough many times, Jay stopped trying to explain his methods to me.

Today, Jay is further removed, his words shorter than usual. The same tension sparking between us with the simplest of blunders, or the slightest of nods, because this is the first time Jay is tracking a feral.

The first time I have been tasked with killing a feral.

This feral is a rarity. The majority of the ferals stay in the Forest, killing what crosses their paths. Yet, this particular beast had entered human territory, killing a farmer and his wife before peeling back into the trees. It makes our mission important. It is more than just killing.

It is justice.

After a rough mile of trekking over minor cliffs and rocky outposts, Jay brings me to a halt with a snap of his wrist. As he shrinks down, I mimic him. Pointing at the snow, he shows me a large divot in the otherwise perfect layer of white. I don’t need to be a tracker to know the buck must have slipped on ice, crashing into the remaining snow and splashing against the fluff like a sponge full of red paint.

I pop two bullets into my rifle, check the safety, and snap the chambers shut. Slinging the gun onto my back, I notice that Jay’s eyes barely leave the blood, lost in the color. Doubt is starting to build upon his shoulders, gnawing at his edges.

“Are you ready?” I ask. He doesn’t know it, but the same uneasiness lines my stomach.

“We’ve come this far,” he tells me. He takes a bold step forward, and I can do nothing but follow. Despite the ground dropping away into a steep slope, it is clear the feral struggled up the side of the mountain.

Jay begins climbing first, taking fistfuls of roots and rocks, to propel himself along. As we move, the blood remains consistent on our right. Before long, Jay crawls over the top of the outpost, disappearing for a moment before reappearing to hoist me up. Once we are on even ground, I want to thank him, crack a joke, or anything, but my words are swallowed up as I look over Jay’s shoulder and across the plateau.

I follow red snow until I find the once four-legged stag wobbling on two legs, erect for a breath before plummeting onto his knees. There is blood all over his body, tainting his skin like a rampant infection. Even from here, I can see his muscles quivering and shaking, his body burning off the gentle flakes that land on his shoulders.

His frail human shoulders.

Every part of him seems at war as he spasms and writhes. Despite the fur drifting off his body in decaying clumps, his antlers still hang from his brow, holding steady in the air with crimson stains along the tines.

I snap my rifle in front of me.

When the stag turns to me, he tries to raise his hands. Hands that should be human but are jagged and blackened. A droplet of blood creeps from his eye and down his cheek and drips onto his bare leg.

It is clear he is suffering, caught between two bodies.

I hear him mumbling, but I can’t make out the individual words. Despite my head screaming, don’t get any closer, you idiot, I find my boots propelling me forward. As I near the fiend, his voice breaks like a young boy in puberty. “Begin again,” he raves. “Begin again, begin again—” he lets out a tangle of screams, his claws tearing into his cheeks. “Pain, pain, rebirth.”

“Finn,” Jay says, grabbing my shoulder with his giant hands, startling me from my daze. “It might not be too late. We might be able to help him.”

“He is sick,” I say. I stare at a point behind the beast, letting my words flood me with false confidence. “He is just an animal.” It is Pa logic. Town logic.

“Wait, Finn,” Jay pleads. None of the other hunters would hesitate to kill the feral, I want to tell him. Not after the feral’s hands were stained with blood. Blood from Norsewood.

“He’s changing—”

“It’s too late for that,” I tell him sternly. “He has already done enough damage.”

Jay looks away, squinting into the distance. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

Killing never feels right, I want to tell him. But in the seconds I take my eyes off him, the feral lunges at me, fangs angled at my throat.




Adelaide

ONE BLINK.

Blue sky.

Another blink.

Lungs filling with air.

I squirm, my body cumbersome and clumsy and different. I stare up into the clouds as blood creeps into new pieces of me.

Two hands. Ten fingers.

Stretching my arms, I realize I never had fingers before…but when I move to inspect them, I find that I can’t raise my hands. They are stiff and unresponsive beyond a squirm of activity.

Two legs. Two feet.

I struggle to move once again, wondering why two legs don’t seem enough.

I raise my head, finding a pink, strange body that I know is not mine. I see thick corded vines holding my body down while dirt is packed tightly within any exposed crevice. As I stir in my confinement, several birds become frightened by my movement and take flight into the blue overhead.

“This…” I hear myself say. Never have I heard my own voice. “This is not my body.”

You…are…human, my mind murmurers, gently, reassuringly. As if the force of these newfound thoughts could shatter me if they aren’t soft enough.

You are human, they restate boldly.

I attempt to sit up, but the roots and vines are reluctant to let me leave. Panic, traveling through my veins faster than blood, adds extra power to my limbs as I grit my teeth and attempt to free myself. My arms break loose first. With my hands free, nothing prevents me from excavating the rest of my body.

“Where am I?” I ask out loud, looking for someone, something, anything to ease this acute sensation of being alone.

Propping myself up, I turn to see trees, trees, and more trees, surrounding me like sentinels. A tug blossoms in my chest, the rocks and bushes beckoning at me. A pull that reassures me, you will be safe. Safe within the trees. The thick aroma of nature clots my nostrils, luring me, yet a stench overpowers it all. A scent that is encoded into my being.

Blood.

Having mistaken it for dirt, I now see a thin coat of red along my skin, bright as berries. But it cannot be my own. I find, after a studious glance, that I have no wounds. Nowhere for the blood to have come from.

Holding my palms against my head, I attempt to calm my frantic…mind. This new, evolving consciousness that informs me blood is bad, blood means danger. It is not accidental. It is the result of fangs around throats, of legs caught in traps, of bullets—

I am torn from my concentration by a nearby rustling. I turn, but there is too much around me to pinpoint the origin of the noise. The wind, further numbing and clouding my senses, whistles through the treetops savagely. I attempt to stand, but I am not accustomed to balancing the entirety of myself on two legs. Finally, with both feet spread apart, I remain upright.

Then, from the underbrush, a figure creeps forth. A man. Initially, I am startled by the creature’s appearance. By its two legs, upright posture, and its humanness. Yet, how can I now fear a being that remarkably resembles myself?

Yet…something is not right.

Two antlers tower above his brow, glistening sinisterly. His mouth is angled into a snout, his dark nose dripping blood while one pointed ear swivels around frantically. With my limited knowledge, I can’t understand why the man’s body is mostly human…but partly animal.

“Are you…fine?” I ask. A single, painful moan comes from the man. His fingers sway, snapping back and forth, while the bones figure out where they belong. “Let me…” What can I do? My fear grounds me, stealing away my voice. I find that I cannot push myself forward, only further away. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to help you.”

Throwing back his head, the man unleashes a guttural roar before he charges at me.

My reaction is not quick enough to prevent his hand from connecting with my stomach and lifting me off the ground. I fly through the air with the grace of robin until my back collides into the base of a tree. Pain, immensely bright and hot, latches onto my bones as I roll to my side. As the man nears me, I raise my hands out to him, words with no meaning rushing from my lips. I hear, with each step, the man crying and moaning in agony.

No amount of pleading will slow him down. He is hunting.

And I am the prey.

Looming before me, the man swings his antlers downward, ready to deliver his final blow. Having misjudged the distance, his tines dig into the bark of the tree above me. As the man snaps his teeth at me viciously, he only sinks his horns deeper. Saliva and blood splash onto me as his mouth gets closer and closer.

The man gropes for my limbs, trying to pin me down and make his kill easier. I pull my arm free and reach for a rock pressing into my hip. Grasping it in the palm of my hand, I swing with all my might and slam the rock into the cheek of the beast. It roars as teeth fall out of its mouth.

My attack pries the antlers loose from the wood, allowing the beast to dive for me one more time. I react instinctively by shielding myself with my forearm. I scream as the man’s fangs separate my flesh, and bone hits bone in a dizzying moment.

Desperate, I grip his throat, prying my fingers into the tender skin. I hope to dislodge the teeth, but the fiend is too strong. With all his weight bearing down on me, I have no chance of warding him off.

My body, turning against me, sends a blinding pain streaking through my arm, landing in the hand that grips the fiend’s throat. Reacting to the heat beneath my skin, the creature shrieks in horror and recoils from me in disgust. He fills the air with howls as he rolls along the dirt, claws tearing into skin to ease himself of the torment.

With a snap, five white flowers explode from the beast’s flesh.

For a painstakingly long time, the beast rolls and screams while white lilies repeatedly burst from his skin. Eventually, he stills, resting on his knees, looking like a bush of wildflowers. While there is beauty to it, unease overpowers me.

When he arches his head back, I brace myself for another scream, but the fiend’s jaw is frozen, nothing but gurgles coming forth. With a full body shudder, a final white lily erupts from its open mouth, blood splattering into the air like pollen.

Then everything is tranquil.

First, the fur on the male’s body starts to fall to the ground in fistfuls. Gently at first, then rapidly until only pink skin is showing. Then, with a gentle quiver, the antlers topple from his forehead.

A breeze ripples through the air, snatching the lilies from the fiend’s body until only one flower remains, the one with petals resting upon his lips.

Hugging my bloodied arm to my chest, I approach the human. Close, I see that all the blackened veins and animal qualities have disappeared from him. I place my hand against his chest and notice, with a start, that he is no longer breathing, his features locked in place.

I tangle my fingers around the base of the lily and wrench the flower free from his jaw with a snap.

As soon as the bloodied roots slither from the man, he is brought to life with a gasp.

Tears roll down his cheeks, red until clear water can push all the color away. The wounds on his body shine as bright as fireflies as they crawl shut ever so slowly.

Those eyes, golden like sunflower petals, find my own and refuse to let go. A jolt nips at my heart as I take in the male’s features. Those eyes.

I know you, I realize as purely as I know to breathe or to flee.

With the might of a sudden rainstorm, an endless array of images crashes upon me. Memories. He is there, in most of them, traveling beside me on four legs and with a body that spooked predators.

I reach my finger out and trace the edge of his nose. The…smile that decorates his skin warms me in ways I thought only the sun could. He does not pull away as I smear blood on his face.

“Caleb,” I say, putting my arms, blood and all, around him. I hold him tightly, and the ache within me starts to dull.

“Maiden,” he says, barely audible between his rugged inhales.




Finn

BULLETS HAVE A certain magic to them. They are so loud, so abrupt, that they consume all other noise around them.

There is no sound as the skull of the feral shatters like dandelion seeds blown by the wind. Only blood spouting in intricate patterns. It is a sight that disables me, scatters my thoughts around, but eventually, I can numbly tangle a rope around the mutilated human form of the feral. I make a tight knot at the beast’s ankles, flinching each time my fingers brush its flaky, loose skin.

“No, no, no—” Jay chants like a prayer. He dropped his rifle on the ground and part of me wants to focus on that one taboo and chastise him. Cling to something childish so I can’t study what’s before me, the body, the blood, or the bone. “Did you see him?”

I use the complex form of the knot as my cornerstone, how it coils and twines, to keep me moving. I force my eyes away from the face with the jawline of a man and the eyes that are already milky white. I don’t want to recognize how very human he is.

“Help,” I request of Jay as I pull the rope taut. My bare fingers ache from the cold, and my teeth chatter together from snappy wind. “Help,” I repeat to him in minor contempt.

I don’t understand why he’s upset, my thoughts growl. He didn’t even pull the trigger.

Jay, doing the opposite of what I ask, collapses in a bundle of leather, his legs giving out. His cheeks glisten, his attention worlds away as he stares at the ground. “Did you see that?” He rubs his palms into his eyes with enough pressure that I’m worried he’ll burst them. “He was human.”

After a few fruitless tugs on the rope, it snaps, and the released tension throws me onto my back. For a moment, I do not move, but continue looking at the setting sun while the chill of the night locks me up like a statue. “He wasn’t human,” I recite. It has been taught to us over and over. By parents, elders, and the hunters’ guild. The words have been beaten into us until they ring alongside our blood.

The ferals and fianna can look human, don the same smile and laugh and words, but that does not make them such. Humanity goes deeper than skin.

“Be a man,” I fire at Jay. They are words that belong to Pa, to his crude lips and rough beard. They do not taste right on my tongue.

Jay flinches.

I stand back up and grab hold of the feral’s antlers. As the weight settles onto the focal point, one of the horns gives way from the rotted flesh and fragile bone. Gore, pus, and blood spew from the gaping hole.

I vomit until the only thing I can offer up to the earth is rank exhales.

I rub the edges of Pa’s coat along my mouth. “We need to get moving. We can’t be out here after—”

“Finn!” Jay shouts, and the volume of his voice is as loud as any bullet, demanding my attention. “I saw his skull explode. Shards of bone—” Flustered, Jay can’t even allow himself to finish the sentence. He shakes his head as vigorously as a wet dog. “That was like shooting a person.”

“He wasn’t human.” I reinforce the point because I am over this conversation, done thinking.

“But—”

Shut up, shut up, shut up.

“Jay, I need you to shut it!” I scream, my control a fickle being at the moment.

Because we did nothing wrong.

A noose secured around the neck of the feral, I start to drag the body with all my ebbing strength. I ignore Jay as he sits immobile, mumbling over and over again with his nose and eyes running.

I take several breaks dragging the body through the Forest, and each time I find Jay following like a wounded animal begging to be put down. When we break from the trees, I stay close to the border between land and Forest, seeing the distant glow of Norsewood on the horizon.

Stumbling from the ferns like a newborn calf, Jay pops from the brush, arms wrapped over his gut, trying to hold back all his discomfort with the pressure. “I can help,” he says, rather bashfully.

“You can help?” My voice starts to shake, because I am trying my hardest to keep my cool, and after hours of neglect, my jaw is a block of ice. “You could have helped hours ago.”

Defiance sparks in him. “Stop being a dick.”

I long to snap, to tear into him with my exasperation and frustration, but I catch a singular glance at Jay’s eyes, and my rage ebbs away. Pity steals anything else I feel when I see his chapped cheeks. Jay’s not very good at hiding his inner emotions, which is yet another quality most of the hunters possess that he lacks.

“Grab some of the line, then.” Stretching out the rope further, I make it possible for both Jay and me to pull. With the combined muscle, the body scoots along the ground easily.

It is there, with Jay’s body close to mine, that the cold isn’t as insufferable.

The lodge looms in the distance like a castle, all sharp angles and devoid of any eye-catching features. The building is the size of at least three commoner’s homes, and much too colossal for a handful of rowdy men. Rumored to be strategically placed, the lodge rests dangerously close to the edge of the ocean’s cliffs, endlessly teetering.

This is a home to killers of ferals.

Outside the lodge, there’s a fire vigorously burning. Several of the hunters are situated around the ring with mugs of beer, clumsy limbs, and crude jokes. There’s a roar louder than the sea as the men try to talk over one another, rivaling to be the voice that dominates all others. Each hunter is decorated with matching scars, broken facial features, and beards of various girths. From afar, they all became a blob of man.

It is a stark reminder of everything I am not. The lodge, and those who inhabit the moldy walls, are Pa’s definition of masculinity. Yet, no matter my rank with the hunters, no matter the few hairs that sprout on my chin, I was other.

Making our way into the light of the fires, I find Garth centered amongst them all, like the king of a usurped kingdom. He is by far one of the ugliest men I’ve ever encountered. His forehead is too large, his teeth are either missing or crooked like a child’s, and his beard is patchy and scraggly. Yet, all of that is overlooked, due to him being the leader of the guild and cunningly ruthless.

Standing, the man causes the rest of the hunters to look out into the darkness.

Indistinguishable faces turn to the two of us, not initially impressed with the novices who stand before them, but after a collective study of the feral’s body behind us, they explode into cheers and celebration. Rough hands rip me free of the roped carcass I feared I may never release and into furious embraces and painful back slaps. Like the lull of the sea, I am torn from Jay and cast into the body of hunters. Voices upon voices stack as they ask details of the expedition and the death of the feral. Questions that I’m sure were asked a thousand times before, but never had they been so loud and so personal.

I once felt jealousy at the attention the hunters gave each other so easily, at the comradery I felt displaced from. It was something I thought I craved. Validation I was confident would bring pieces of me together in a neat little harmony.

“Was it a clean shot? My first kill was a gut shot—”

“You didn’t even skin him? Make a blanket outta that son of a—”

“Last one I got, I blasted off its hind leg. A bloody clean shot—”

Two hunters who smell dangerously flammable stretch out the embers of the fire, until its perimeter has tripled in size. They stack logs in crisscross formation, as if building up a cabin for children to play in. Without a single reaction to touching cold, dead skin, a hunter by the name of Gerald hoists the feral’s body up by its lifeless arm. The limb starts to rip apart, but with a huff and a grunt, the body is flung, without much care, onto the top of the fire’s structure.

The corpse lands with a sickening thud, the sound similar to that of blood-slick meat smacking the countertop.

The hunters roar as the body cracks and pops in the flames.

With calculated precision, Garth plucks me from the cramped space of hunters and places me in front of the gathering. Rowan, a handsome and quiet hunter, has acquired Jay and sets him on the opposite side of Garth as one would do when returning a wandering child to its parent.

Garth raises a slender pistol into the air, fires once, and brings the clamor of the hunters to a halt.

“Brothers,” he starts, his voice thunderous like a deity. Yet, there are still lingering conversations. Garth, not a man of hesitation, aims and fires his pistol. The bullet causes a hunter’s mug to explode, shards lodging themselves into his hand. As all the other voices and conversations die, only his whimpering remains.

Garth rolls his shoulders, pleased with the result of his shot. “Before you stand two fledgling hunters. Jay Alder and Finn Hail.” My cheeks flush as the collective cheers and chants our names gallantly. Garth allows them a moment of praise.

“Today, they were sent into the Forest as boys. They were but children, killing wildlife and pigeons from the rooftops.” The men snicker and elbow one another. “They were boys sent to track a killer. A subhuman that claimed the lives of two citizens of Norsewood.”

I look to Jay, with his face tilted at the flames, wanting to say, “See? We did something good.”

Because, from a young age, we are taught the difference between ferals and fianna. Both races exist within the Forest, and both can be deceivingly human. The fianna shift in the spring and walk into Norsewood with two legs instead of four, but the ferals are fiends who are beasts stuck between animal and human nature.

We are taught to tolerate one and kill the other.

“Boys do not kill demons,” Garth explains, making eye contact with me as my pulse responds. “They cry and suck from their mother’s breast. Boys do not belong in the lodge. But these two…” he tells the bundled crowd who waits on his every word. “These two are men now.”

A sliver of me, a brave and foolish part, wants to tell Garth that demons shouldn’t be able to cry. That the being I killed in those woods was as far from a demon as he was from a saint.

“I am proud to declare these two defenders of Norsewood. Two shining knights who shall lead with valor and grace,” Garth ends with the constant joke. Because the guild is no better than a prison for Norsewood. And one that doesn’t work. The guild is a collective of murderers, thieves, rapists, and so on. Anyone charged with a crime by the town council is sent to the guild leader for evaluation and if they don’t pass, they are sent back to Norsewood with a death penalty stamped to them.

“Welcome to the guild of hunters, you shits,” Garth announces with a smirk.

The clamor from the hunters is deafening.

As Garth sneers at me, I can remember, to this day, the first time I met him. He had wandered into Pa’s house like it was his own. It was then he demanded that Niall Hail’s only son be recruited into the hunting guild. Garth had told my father this was the condition for his silence. For Pa had a dangerous secret only Garth and I knew. One that would bring a swift execution if it was revealed.

Pa didn’t seem bothered, only said, “You might be able to toughen him up. Right now, he keeps his hair too damn long.”

The flames start to curl possessively around the feral, finding kindling in the rotten fur. When Garth gives us a shove, I worry that Jay might go charging into the fire, believing he could rescue the feral now.

Ironically, as they pull Jay into their celebration, they save him from himself.

The gathering trickles back into the lodge. After the threshold is passed, the building expands into unknown dimensions with insides as bland and featureless as stone caves. Hunters don’t need cabinets to store goods, grand kitchens, or much else. Just a place to drink beer, a surface to sleep on, and food to eat. Weapons, placed wherever their owner feels inclined to leave them, carelessly litter the lodge. The corners, where the shadows are deepest, have become home to delicate spiderwebs.

The rest of the ample space was filled with noise.

The initial beer is thrust at me. Knowing my thoughts will blur at the bottom, I chug the contents of the mug until I can slam its empty shell onto the table. Before I can blink, another is magically placed before me.

And thus, the night continues.

Since the rest of the guild started indulging themselves into a coma long before Jay and I arrived, the evening dies off quickly. Bodies land on the wooden floor, others are draped across furniture like blankets, but all of them snore in sync with each other. Jay disappeared within the madness at some point, no doubt escaping back to his family’s home.

“Bastards, hm?”

Rowan is perched across the table from me, and I would be lying if I said I detected him before he spoke. “What?” I ask, my lips sluggish and my actions delayed.

“They’ll find any excuse to get drunker than a skunk,” he comments. Rowan himself is teetering on the edge of oblivion, but he keeps his stature. His fingers occasionally toy with his chin-length hair, which is usually pulled back to highlight his slick features. “But I suppose congratulations are in order? Kind of ironic, due to how much Jay loathes holding a gun.”

I try to shrug, brushing off his attempt to pry into my psyche. “Did you notice when he left? Jay?”

Rowan spins his empty mug.

Back in the day, he was the best tracker in the guild. He had become an official hunter right when I was recruited, and lost his ruling position of lead tracker when Jay volunteered himself into the lodge soon after. I can never tell if Rowan is bothered by Jay trampling on his turf, but Rowan usually doesn’t have a reaction beyond a sigh and a leisurely eye-roll.

“He left not too long ago.” Burping, he continues, “He was not enjoying himself, as per usual.” Jay is known to drink like a fish until he becomes a calamity on two feet. He is the kind of drinker who will boast that he “didn’t feel a thing” and then suddenly, wham, he’s beyond saving. “Something troubles the tracker.” With a not-so-sly look, Rowan asks me, “Do you know anything on the subject?”

“I don’t.” I might.

My eyes, sloppy and tipsy, trace the lines of Rowan’s lips once he’s smiled. “You don’t think Jay should be a hunter.”

“No, I don’t,” I say without much thought. As soon as the words leave my mouth, I regret them. I glance all around me, but no other hunter besides Rowan and me are conscious at this point. It could be due to the alcohol, but my tongue becomes especially clumsy. “Nothing chains him here. He could go anywhere else.”

“You’ll have to remind me because I forget, but what keeps you around?” Rowan asks. By now, he has leaned close enough that I can smell the musk hovering against his skin.

I have always been interested in Rowan’s backstory. What did he do that would classify him as a criminal in Norsewood? He’s too pretty to do evil. He’s much more suited to the role of a knight than a rogue.

“I am a Hail.” There isn’t much else to say. We are pariahs labeled by a name and a repeated madness.

“You say that like it makes a difference?” Rowan pushes at my forehead with his finger.

I attempt to swat his hand away, but I completely miss.

“Have you ever trapped a wild animal, Finn?” Rowan asks. Yet, before I can answer, he has already continued his tale. “Once, I caught this coyote, but by the time I got to my trap it, was gone. How did I know he was even there, you might ask? The bastard had chewed off his own foot, leaving it behind, all because he was caught. His life and his freedom were much more powerful than anything I had. Don’t do the same to that boy, Finn. Or you’ll lose another part of him.”

Rowan passes me a mug full of beer. I look into his eyes for a moment, and I know this conversation will reach no other ears. Rowan, unlike the others, could be a man of worth.

“Don’t make Jay chew his own foot off.”




Adelaide

IT BECOMES EVIDENT early on that traversing the Forest on two legs is a chore. While I know I am far less nimble without hooves, it still feels as if the vegetation maliciously reaches for me with each step. The temperatures, once dulled by thick fur, are felt much more potently on my human skin. Yet, the songs of the birds are much lovelier to these new ears.

“That healed up nicely. Unnaturally quick, if I may be honest,” Caleb comments as he runs a hand down my once wounded arm. The only proof that remains of his bite are tiny sections of healed, shiny skin. Caleb is silent as he stares at the marks, his voice hollow when it finds me. “Again…I am sorry.”

I gently pull away, tucking my arms behind my back. “Tell me everything.”

We have been walking for at least a day, and my fatigue only grows. “You are a human now,” he starts off. The word comes to life within my mind like a bird flashing between the leaves.

Human, human, human.

“Before…I was an animal, right?” Four legs, black snout, more fur.

“Yes. That space in your mind, where it gets hard to see, like morning mist? That’s your memories as a beast. Proof of your before and after,” he tells me. “If that makes sense?”

Caleb has a head of curly brown human hair and the start of a human beard. He is sturdy like a bear, built with muscle upon muscle. He leads me through the Forest, forging a path for me. “I do understand,” I tell him, because there is a clear separation between before and after. My conscious mind is aware that I am a new creation. “But why did I become human now? This isn’t your first time as a human, right?” Caleb shakes his head in response.

“You will find no simple answer for that,” Caleb tells me as he holds back a branch. When I pass, he reaches into a nearby bush and plucks a handful of blue spheres. He encourages me to eat them as he plops them into his own mouth. “Like the leaves, the fianna change with the seasons. When the air grows cold, we adapt and shift back into furs. When the days are long and hot, we shed. Some fianna will become human, others will not. It is all…random. Wild and without order. Similar in ways to nature itself.”

“For only a season?” My mind whirls and strives to make sense of each word laid out by Caleb. I nibble on the berries before deciding to devour the rest.

He nods. “The Stag blesses us with the chance to walk between two bodies. A good portion of us use this time to learn as much as we can about the humans, to show them proof of the Stag’s miracles and to build a relationship with them, but others simply enjoy all that comes with being human.”

“Is the Stag not the god of man as well?” I question.

Caleb hesitates in the middle of a smile. His mouth hangs sideways. “The humans are interesting. It was said they once believed in the god as deeply as us, but after time, they decided to believe in only what they could see. And create.”

My ears fill with the song of the Forest, and my eyes absorb the hues of the earth. “What more evidence do they need?” I ask as I inspect the Forest, for I see signs of majesty everywhere I glance.

Caleb scratches at his chin, turning to face me as he spoke. “As you remain human, you will find complexities that go beyond anything you’ve experienced. You will begin to understand pain, happiness, and possibly love,” he tells me with a soft grin, one that shimmers like the sun. “Yet you will also begin to understand doubt. I’ve met plenty of humans who want to believe, but…” Caleb’s mouth hangs open, the flow of words coming to an end. Quickly recovering, he waves his hand before me, dismissing himself. “There will be plenty of time for debates and theology. For now, enjoy the walk.”

I do not point out that we have been walking all day, and I am finding it not so enjoyable. “This is not the first time we’ve met,” I confirm.

Caleb stops before a trickle of a creek. Bending down, he takes deep swallows of the water, then he rinses the blood and gore from his skin. I join him, running my fingers through the icy stream. “You are special, Maiden. Maybe in ways I can’t describe, but thankfully others will be able to help you with that.” He aids me in washing my skin until not a trace of red can be found. “It doesn’t matter what body I inhabit, it doesn’t matter how my mind twists, I will always know you are family.”

“What is a family?” I ask. I know Caleb is a vital piece of me, wedged stubbornly into this human heart, but I’m not sure how.

Caleb stands back up and flashes his teeth at me.

He smiles, my mind clarifies.

“A family is like a herd. A collective of beings that honor and protect one another.” Caleb wipes the final trace of blood from my arm with the remaining moisture on his palm. “Sometimes, family is more of a feeling. It is a bond that connects you to others.”

“You are really bad at making this less confusing,” I confess. While the words are truthful, I find that I can grin around them.

Caleb reflects the action. “I did tell you I may not be the most qualified to help you. If you wait, we shall shortly be amongst brighter minds.”

There is something enticing about learning more about this new existence. To prove Caleb’s point, I know that I could follow him anywhere, that he would protect me with his own life. I don’t know how, but I feel it. I feel his care for me in the core of me.

He continues to explain the lay of the land as we travel, but I find none of it interests me near as much as this human body does, for everything that surrounds me can easily be explained, it is either that or this, but my heart is as complicated as three Forests stacked on top of one another.

I flex my fingers, shrug my shoulders, and tug at my hair. All these things make up me. I study Caleb, but he does not move with a single doubt. He is completely at ease in this body. Not many creatures in the Forest could move with such grace.

Caleb pivots so swiftly that I nearly collide with him. “We have a few more hours of traveling. Are you okay?”

I slump over in exhaustion. I don’t need to know how long an hour lasts to be certain that I won’t make it. My feet are aching like a wound. “I’m sorry, Caleb. I don’t know if I can go much further.”

Caleb closes one eye while keeping the other open.

He winks at me. “I’m only joking. There,” he tells me, pointing in the distance. “The village.”

Shapes huddle against one another in the dying mist. Lopsided and covered with a thick layer of moss and vegetation, the…buildings could have been another plant the Forest gave sanctuary to, not something man birthed. The fianna village is squat and crowded together like the jagged fangs of a wolf. Gaps run along the walls for…windows, but those have long been shattered and left open for inhabitants of the Forest to build homes within.

“It is…ugly,” I decide. Caleb shepherds me to the beginning of the village where a path is laid out before me. Even from where I stand, I see both the start and the end of the village. “Why is it empty?”

“It is rumored that the humans once made this village for themselves. But eventually, the Forest kept growing, forcing them to move further inland. Away from…” Caleb does not explain who the humans ran from. “It is empty because when we are animals, no one cares for this land. But the Forest watches over the settlement.”

“Do the humans not come here?”

Caleb does not answer right away, and I wonder if he has even heard the question I posed. He treads into the village before circling around to me and saying, “It was decided long ago that it was best for our two peoples to have separate regions to live in. The fianna belong to the Forest, and it is where we are most comfortable. Only the children of man come here. They dare one another to enter the home of the fiends.” He pulls back his lips in a fake snarl.

As Caleb walks through the…streets of the village, I am very uncomfortable. We pass few others, most of the empty spaces filled with monsters from my imagination. The birds and insects, no matter how close they may feel, can’t sing loud enough to cover the sound of my bare feet slapping the stoned streets.
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