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PROLOGUE
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Five years earlier...

Most ten-year-old girls do not have to bury their mothers.

Maeve Newell peeked through the heavy velvet curtains that separated the chapel from a second, private room. She saw her father push his way into the room where her mother’s casket rested. He was hysterical, out of his mind with grief. He tried to pry open the casket, but the undertaker stopped him.

“Let me see her!” James Newell yelled, the tears merging with the thick mucus dripping from his nose as the funeral director and his assistant tried to pull him away from the sealed coffin. The intensity of his behavior frightened Maeve.

The funeral director turned to James Newell. “Your father has already confirmed the identity of the deceased. There’s not much left of her. Better to remember her as she was in life,” he continued.

Maeve was just a few feet away and heard the complete conversation, not meant for her young ears. James let out an agonizing scream and crumpled to the floor.

Ten-year-old girls who do have to bury their mothers, don’t think of the corpse as mutilated. They imagine their mother as whole, just as they last saw her. What parts were missing? Did she still have two eyes? She hadn’t even considered that her mother would no longer look like the woman who cradled her in her gentle arms when Maeve was troubled or scared. Maeve wanted to look upon her one last time, but the undertaker’s words frightened her, compounding the trauma of her loss. Her father’s lack of control increased her fear and sadness. Maeve backed away from “the room,” shrinking into a corner pew in the chapel, fighting the urge to flee. Her grandfather, Papa Will, slid into the space next to her and put his arm around her shoulder. Although Maeve welcomed the gesture of support, it did nothing to remove the chill from the chapel or the ache in her heart.

Maeve was never more alone. Her father was inconsolable and unable to focus on his daughter’s needs. Her mother, who was her chief supporter, was gone. Maeve had few friends, so the only children at the funeral were those who belonged to her mother’s friends. Everything in Maeve’s life revolved around her mom. Gone. Murdered. Who did this to her? Maeve couldn’t get the disturbing details of her mother’s death out of her head. It was not a natural death. She could not wrap her mind around what was taking place here. It was as though Maeve floated above the crowd, out of her body, watching.

Only her grandfather was there for her. She was grateful for his presence. He whispered to her as he patted her shoulder, “There, there, Maeve. You’ll get through this. You’ve got Newell blood flowing through your veins.”

I doubt it will help. Still, it was reassuring. 

Across the room, Maeve recognized her mother’s dearest friend, Nelda. Instead of approaching Maeve and offering her condolences, she appeared to be staring intently at Papa Will, looking like she could bore two deep holes in his skull with her eyes. The stormy expression on her face unsettled Maeve.

“Why is Nelda staring at you with that angry look on her face?” Maeve asked her grandfather.

“Pay her no mind, Maeve,” he answered. “She’s upset about your mother’s passing. Times like these bring up all kinds of feelings—turn you inside out.”

Maeve reluctantly took her eyes off Nelda and turned to the front of the room, where her father was sobbing in the first row. She tried to concentrate on the eulogy for Alice Newell, her loving mother.

***
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AFTER THE SERVICE, a stream of townspeople stopped by the family farm. Visitors delivered casseroles, pies, sympathy, and recollections of her mom. Whiskey, snuff, and Irish music permeated the atmosphere.  

Maeve was amazed at the change in her grandfather. As soon as he left the funeral home, it was as if he had put the morning’s events and the gruesome details of Alice’s murder behind him, returning to his gregarious self. Papa Will held court amongst a group of his peers, regaling them with exaggerated tales of what Wren Falls was like when he first settled there years earlier. He spoke of legendary creatures and misdeeds, but 10-year-old Maeve was too young to pay much attention to his ramblings. She clung to her dog, Pooch, for comfort. He was a stray she found in the backyard, and when she wasn’t with him, she spent her time daydreaming and reading fantasy and folklore stories.

Maeve’s father carried on about what a saint Alice was. “She was too good for me,” he cried. “I never deserved her.” 

It was on this day that James Newell’s addiction to Irish whiskey went full bore into overdrive. After that, it was as if his daughter became invisible to him. I might as well have gone to live with the fairies, she sighed. 

The people of Wren Falls are a superstitious and secretive lot. Generations passed down their folklore and beliefs. This core of beliefs binds the townspeople together and informs their behavior. 

Too bad.

The gravediggers buried Alice Newell beneath the arms of her favorite old oak tree. She was fond of telling her daughter, “This old oak will likely outlive us all,” and in her case, it did. Alice was only 47 years worn when an unknown predator viciously mauled her to death, shocking the townspeople and creating a cloud of fear that hung over the area.  A neighbor discovered Alice’s body floating face up in the nearby creek, a look of total horror stamped on her visage. He ran to the closest home, screaming for help, and called the police. The rest is history, or is it?

Maeve was unprepared for this new reality. In the beginning, she asked her father repeatedly, “Daddy, what really happened to Mommy?” but James Newell brushed aside the questions, and finally, Maeve stopped asking him.

One night, Maeve had a dream about her mother. They were having a picnic under Alice’s favorite oak tree. Maeve looked out at the acres of farmland that seemed to stretch beyond the capacity of the human eye.

“It’s so peaceful here, Mom. Nothing bad could ever happen here.”

“Yes, it is,” Alice agreed. “This land has been in the family for years. It’s always been my favorite place to think, relax, and dream.” She smiled lovingly at Maeve, who took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. At that moment, Maeve watched her mother begin to fade from view.

“Mom! Mom!” she shrieked. “Stop! Where are you going?”

“A-w-a-y-y-y-y, my darling girl!”  Alice struggled to speak. Her voice took on an unreal, deep timbre as the words tumbled out in slow motion. It seemed to come from far away. Alice barely got out her words before dissolving right in front of Maeve’s contorted face.

“Don’t go, Mom!” cried Maeve, trying to grasp her mother’s hand, but it was too late. Alice was gone, and Maeve was bereft. She awoke with a start. As she tried to focus her eyes on her surroundings, she noticed her tears had stained her blanket.

The dream had turned into a nightmare. It took several weeks for it to fade from Maeve’s conscious mind, but it was never completely gone from her waking thoughts. She longed to understand its meaning. She couldn’t explain why it kept coming to her, but it was definitely taking a toll on her health.

***

[image: ]


MAEVE’S FATHER, JAMES Makepeace Newell, was a man possessed of a very important-sounding name and little else. He tried resuming farming, but after Alice’s demise, he lacked the inclination and stamina to rise at dawn to care for his crops or his animals. Failing that, he attempted to sell sets of the Britannica Encyclopedia door to door. The residents of Wren Falls, most beyond school age and barely eking out a living, were not predisposed to spend what seemed like a small fortune on the lives of Louis XIV or Julius Caesar. They politely declined James’s pitch—another unsuccessful venture.

The brutal death of Alice Newell was the last straw for James, who became a ghost of his former self. A neighbor bought the farm from James, who moved with Maeve into a rickety old cottage that he purchased for a small sum. He spent his time working a still he constructed in the backwoods behind his cottage. James consumed much of its product himself. He was often seen stumbling around his home in an alcoholic stupor, muttering to himself. Sometimes, Maeve could even hear him talking to his dead wife.

“Alice,” he would say to empty space, “I’m going out back now to work on the still. Please have dinner ready when I return. Hard work gives me quite an appetite.” This frightened Maeve and she worried that he was losing his mind. Thirsty neighbors purchased the remaining whiskey. They were not particularly discerning.

Maeve’s relationship with her father suffered mightily after her mother’s death. It seemed he could only focus on his whiskey-making still. Nothing else seemed to occupy his thoughts, and he showed Maeve little or no affection. He assigned her all the housekeeping chores and barely talked to her. She was to clean the whole house, prepare meals, take care of Pooch and his needs, and complete all laundry chores as well. She was neglected and invisible to her father. She had no close friends, so she lived an isolated, lonely existence, except for the companionship of her loyal Pooch.

“You love me, boy, don’t you?”

At that moment, Pooch would wave his tail joyfully and lick her eager face.

“That’s my boy,” Maeve said to the dog. “At least someone cares for me.” And she would playfully scratch his back and give him a belly rub.

The one good thing Maeve got from her father was William Makepeace Newell or, as Maeve referred to him, “Papa Will.” Her granddad lived down the road in a dirty, clapboard, one-bedroom home, until his death during Maeve’s eleventh year. Papa Will’s house sported a broken-down wraparound porch with Adirondack chairs in faded colors—some rockers, some not.  Next to the porch was an open area that supported a decrepit wooden glider. This swing was a favorite spot where young Maeve listened to Papa Will’s sanitized stories of Irish myths and legends.

“Tell me a story, Papa—one of the ancient myths, please,” Maeve pleaded.

“I don’t know, Maeve. It may be too scary for you,” Papa teased.

“I can take it, Papa.” Maeve would then add, “I’ve got Newell blood in my veins.” 

“That you have, girl. That you have,” he chuckled. Then, he would choose one of his favorite tales to share. Wanting to ensure a love of Irish culture in his granddaughter, he left out the blood-curdling details of these dark tales and softened them for his beloved Maeve.

He did her no favor.

Papa Will was a man of small stature. His outsized personality made up for his slender, wiry frame, and he had a knack for storytelling. On many evenings, he entertained the patrons in Flannery’s Bar and Grill with his tales far into the night, with no regard for the lateness of the hour. His ability to draw people to him was the quality Maeve most admired in him. I wish I could be more like Grandpa, she thought to herself and spent many hours in front of her bathroom mirror, trying to imitate his voice and gestures. Sometimes, Papa Will would catch her doing these imitations out of the corner of his eye, and he would hide behind the door, watching and grinning. He was crazy about his granddaughter, and the feeling was mutual.

Papa Will’s death from a sudden heart attack left a huge void in her life. Maeve often visited his empty home to sit on the glider, and pretended to tell him the stories he shared with her when she was younger. 

“Papa, today I’m going to tell you the story of Morrigan, the shapeshifter who could predict a person’s death.” Her mother’s death was still very much on her mind. With Alice gone, a lonely young girl had only her alcoholic father, her dog, Pooch, and her imagination to keep her company.
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Chapter 1
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Five years later...

As the Earth turned, summer disrobed and reclined, waiting for her lover with the icy hands. The moon took its place in the cloudless sky, and the Arctic chill from the north slithered in, squeezing Wren Falls, leaving it breathless.  

It was on those nights that the old house’s bones rattled until the wee hours of the morning when 15-year-old Maeve fell into a restless sleep. Small as the house was, it seemed crowded with the ghosts of those who had passed, whispering to her throughout the night. Maeve was aware of them all. The familiar, “Whoosh!” and the creepy shadows that appeared in the corners of her room, caused Maeve to pull her covers tightly around her tired body as she squeezed her eyes shut until sleep overtook her.    

One late afternoon in December, Maeve took Pooch for his daily walk through the woods. These walks usually involved a short run after Pooch spied some stray birds who chose not to fly south or an errant squirrel readying itself for the coming winter. Without trepidation, Maeve ran after him as twilight wrapped around her and the moon ascended.

Maeve’s loyal dog, Pooch, was her primary companion and friend. He was her lookout and protector as well. When Pooch growled, there was danger afoot. Living so close to the woods, bears, wolves, and other predators lurked nearby. When winter closed in, it was time to be extra vigilant, and Pooch seemed to sense that, warning her immediately if danger was near. 

Suddenly, Pooch stopped dead in his tracks.  His ears flattened back on his head, and a low growl escaped from his jaws. His back was ramrod straight. His head lowered for battle. Not a muscle moved.

“Pooch, what is it?” Maeve whispered. What’s there, boy?” 

She tightened her grip on the leash. Maeve looked up. just in time to notice a strangely shaped shadow flitting through the wooded area behind the large oaks. She couldn’t quite make out what it was, but then a blood-curdling cry seemed to come from the bowels of the earth and shook her to her core. The hairs stood up on the back of her neck, and Pooch began to whimper. 

Maeve tugged on his leash forcefully. “Come, Pooch. Home!”

The dog responded and began to run in the direction of the cottage, with Maeve following close behind. When she reached her house, Maeve threw open the front door, hurried in with her dog, and slammed it shut, locking the two of them inside, just in case­–

Looking around, shivering from a combination of fear and adrenaline, Maeve noticed her father snoring on the couch, oblivious to what she experienced less than a mile from their home. With her heart still pounding, Maeve collapsed on her bed. Her limbs were shaking, and her throat was dry. “What was that thing?” she asked Pooch, not really expecting an answer.

***

[image: ]


THAT DECEMBER AFTERNOON’S fright hid inside the recesses of Maeve’s subconscious mind. It surfaced at night on numerous occasions, usually when Maeve was in a deep sleep and her father was not home. Alone, her mind went to very dark places. The dream intensified. That evening, she was again in the woods, a misshapen shadow running after her in and out of the oaks, hooves pounding on the hard ground. Sometimes, the shadow came close enough for Maeve to smell the foul breath of the creature and experience  the beast’s hot breath burning the back of her neck. The snarling sounds coming from the monster terrified Maeve and her heartbeats pounded in sync with them. Running full out, Maeve never looked back. Thus, she never came face to face with the monster. For that, she was grateful.

Maeve woke up just as she was reaching the front door of her home in her nightmare and the creature’s hooves were about to knock her to the ground. Breathless, her face dripping with sweat and her body shaking, Maeve called out to Pooch and let him sleep on her bed, giving her a false sense of protection. It was on these nights that Maeve wondered if she had imagined the monster and sincerely wished her pa had been home with her. As the days continued to get shorter and darkness overwhelmed Wren Falls, Maeve’s walks with Pooch occurred earlier each day. She was not willing to press her luck and chance another run-in with the beast—real or imaginary. She did not confide in her father nor her “Aunt Nelda,” who was the closest thing to a sister that Alice Newell ever had, even though they were not actually related.  Maeve worried that her father would laugh at her and she would scare her “Aunt,” who was a superstitious person to begin with. So, Maeve carried her burden silently, but it weighed heavily on her shoulders.

Maeve tried changing her route with Pooch at the end of the day. It took longer, but they avoided the woods. She hoped it would chase away her nightmares and the frightening images that plagued her. But they came repeatedly despite her new routine. She was getting little sleep each night, and her appetite was shrinking. She was a shadow of the girl she had been.

***
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THE RURAL TOWN OF WREN Falls, nestled in New York’s Catskill Mountains, sat at the foot of a steep incline called Little Red Kill Hill. It was at the top of this road that Maeve’s ramshackle cottage was located. The one hundred year old domicile had a slight tilt to it as if it was permanently in repose. The small town was settled in the 1800s by Irish and German immigrants—most of the street signs reminded its few visitors of that fact—and had been popular with skiing enthusiasts for a short time in the 1980s when the weather and the economy had contributed to a bustling winter hideaway. Skiers had flocked to nearby Hunter Mountain to enjoy the breathtaking vistas of the chairlift as they climbed to the summit in preparation for the downhill run.

Years later, in a reversal of fortune, the town went to seed. The economy tanked, and the weather stopped cooperating. The result was a largely deserted town, except for the locals, and a chairlift that had fallen into disuse owing to the lack of precipitation. Even the summer trade evaporated with the drought-like conditions. Fly fishing, swimming, and tubing became pastimes in the truest sense of the word. No one was interested in coming to Wren Falls when trendier, more modern vacation spots were available. Five minutes was enough time to traverse Main Street.  All storefronts had dilapidated wooden signs in need of fresh paint.  

One day, Maeve visited Papa Will’s deserted home. She decided to explore the old attic. Ever since her grandpa died, Maeve wanted to tackle that project. I wonder what Newell family treasures are in this old attic. After about two hours of rummaging through piles of old clothes, broken dolls, mannequins, and such, she discovered a large book, more like a tome, covered in dust, entitled The Encyclopedia of Celtic Lore.

With a fearsome collection of creatures on the cover, it immediately piqued Maeve’s curiosity. Thumbing through the pages, Maeve poured over the frightening image of Carman, the Celtic witch and Goddess of Dark Magic, who roamed the earth with her three evil sons, destroying anyone in their path. The Dullahan, the Irish ancestor of the Headless Horseman, who used a spinal column to spur on his horses, and the Dearg Due, a female vampire who rose yearly on the anniversary of the day she died to drain the blood from her latest victims, were there as well. Also in the collection was Morrigan, the Phantom Queen of Irish mythology, the shapeshifter who could transform herself into a crow or raven when foretelling someone’s doom. Maeve’s grandfather’s softened descriptions of these legendary beings and their stories were in sharp contrast to the brutal portrayals in the book.

The monster that most captured Maeve’s attention was the Questing Beast, a Celtic hybrid creature with the head of a snake, the body of a leopard, the backside of a lion, and the hooves of a deer. This monster had a cry like the bark of thirty wild dogs and terrified the inhabitants of the Irish countryside throughout the centuries. It was an old myth embedded in Irish culture and not spoken of in polite company. 

“I bet the younger families in Wren Falls don’t even know about it,” Maeve said aloud. She returned the book to its resting place under a pile of old photographs in the attic for safekeeping. Maeve returned home to prepare a light supper for herself since her father would not return before her bedtime, which was a common occurrence.
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Chapter 2  


[image: ]




Maeve’s schoolhouse was a twenty-minute walk through the woods from her home. It had two rooms—one for the younger children taught by Miss Renfro and one for the children who were eleven years of age and older, taught by Miss Clouder. There were only seven children in Maeve’s class. Most of the older students had left to go to work to help support their families. Maeve was lucky in that regard. Her father was so often drunk that he rarely noticed her. He often left her up to her own devices. 

Maeve was astonished when, one day in November, a new girl arrived at the school.

No one ever moved into Wren Falls. Most people moved out of it as soon as they could afford to, if ever. The girl was tall and bony, with startling blue eyes that lit up her face. She shyly made eye contact with Maeve, who motioned to the desk next to hers. Her seat was the one closest to the door.

“You can sit here,” Maeve whispered to the new girl as Miss Clouder introduced her.

“Class, this is Sylvie Hoffmann. She just moved to Wren Falls from Kentucky, and I trust you will all welcome her.”

Sylvie offered a weak smile while the rest of the class just stared. No one new had ever moved into this class, and the students were transfixed. Maeve shared her textbook with Sylvie, who murmured, “Thanks.” At lunchtime, they sat together under a gnarled birch tree, eating together and getting acquainted.

Maeve learned that Sylvie’s father had been a horse trainer, but the owner of the stables died, the horses were sold, and Mr. Hoffmann went north to look for employment. It was just Mr. Hoffmann and Sylvie. His wife had passed from cancer, and his young son had fallen from a horse and died last year. Sylvie and her dad just had each other, besides her grandma, Amelia Hoffmann, who remained in Kentucky. Mr. Hoffmann found work at an old mill about two miles out of town and hoped to find a home and a fresh start in Wren Falls.

The unexpected arrival of a potential friend was exciting for Maeve. Time spent with Sylvie taught her soon enough that a real friendship was not immediately in the offing. Sylvie was not particularly communicative. She didn’t make eye contact with any of the other students, nor did she share her feelings freely, as Maeve came to realize when they ate lunch together over the next few weeks. An invisible wall surrounded her that was difficult to penetrate. 

Winter arrived with its frosty mien—hibernation was in place. The days were shorter and darker. The walk through the woods was chilling, and Maeve shuddered at the stillness that enveloped her as she made her way home from school.

***
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MAEVE’S RELATIONSHIP with Sylvie progressed slowly. They ate lunch together every day and exchanged polite conversation about insignificant matters. Sylvie kept her emotions in check, and Maeve didn’t want to pressure her. She hoped to turn Sylvie’s acquaintance into a true friendship, but was aware that would take a very long time. Maeve wanted to find the courage to share the December event with Sylvie but was afraid Sylvie would consider her insane. Maeve didn’t want to lose this new relationship. 

One winter day, Miss Clouder assigned the girls a joint project—researching legends of the area. Sylvie and Maeve understood they would need to work together on the assignment after school. There was no traditional library in Wren Falls. There was, however, a library in the local branch of the Historical Society in Wren Falls, above the Wren Falls laundromat, that specialized in artifacts and articles related to the town’s history.

“Why don’t we go to the Historical Society library after school?” Sylvie suggested. “Maybe they have some information that we can use for our report.”

“Good idea.” 

“But I want to leave by five p.m. I need to start dinner for my pa.”

What she didn’t say was that she was afraid to walk home after dark. Sylvie was okay with Maeve’s explanation, so the two girls planned to head out to the little library on the following day.

There were not many books on the subject of local legends at the Historical Society. There were, however, news articles dating back over a century chronicling bizarre events, sightings, and macabre crimes in the town. 

“Oh, my God!” Sylvie pointed to a news story about a reported creature sighting only eight years earlier. She turned to Maeve. “Do you think this really happened?” 

Maeve skimmed the article, her face pale as she read the details. “I don’t know,” she said slowly, “but it probably wouldn’t be in the newspaper if it didn’t, right?”

“This is so creepy,” Sylvie went on. “I don’t think Miss Clouder had this in mind when she assigned our project.”

Regaining her composure, Maeve said, “You know, my grandpa had a big book of ancient Celtic myths in his attic. I used to spend hours reading it. Maybe we should check out that book for information. I remember it was really interesting, but also, parts of it were very scary.”

“I’m game,” agreed Sylvie. “Why don’t we go over there tomorrow after school?”

“Okay, deal,” answered Maeve. Maybe I’ll finally be able to share my secret with someone instead of carrying it around all by myself. The girls collected their things and headed out of the Historical Society for their respective homes.
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