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​She lurked in between the moon's shadows and slunk behind bushes and trees. Her luminous yellow eyes, shaped like a fox's, stared in contempt upon the humans. They laughed and danced around the fire. Her fire. A low growl crawled up from her throat and slipped through tight lips. Her people quivered around her, and even the forest itself seemed to tremble and shrink back. She remembered how her people, her children, once danced, drank, sang, and laughed around the same fire many, many years ago. She narrowed her eyes, fuming with a bitter resentment because still after all this time, she couldn’t fully accept that her forest and one of her many sacred spots now belonged to high school and college kids. Mortal kids who will never know whose forest they are carelessly reveling in and trashing every weekend. 

Her teeth ground together at the sight of empty liquor bottles, beer cans, spilled food and plastic bags littering the earth. Her fists balled up and her feet itched to charge in, but she snuffed out the desire to string them all up and make them eat everything they’ve tossed aside. Plastic and all. Instead, she tore her eyes away and looked upon her majestic fire. 

In truth, it’s an eternal willow tree engulfed in gold, orange, and ruby red flames. It stands tall and thick, and the towering, scorching flames stretch up and lick toward the stars. The leafy vines resemble ropes of lava, potentially placing any onlooker into a serene trance. However, this tree not only used to be her people’s sanctuary, but it had also been a beacon for weary travelers and a place for celebration. It’s a tree holding something dear to her heart, something that no other tree possesses. At times in days past, she found herself sitting underneath its vines and talking in a tongue of bitterness, arrogance, or, in rare times, in a tongue of self-reflection. Yet, it is stolen away by humans. 

The fire’s light flickered across her green face, and her feet glided across the earth’s floor. She moved closer; her people followed on her heels. Waiting. Waiting for the show to come. Her eyes scanned the meadow for two boys in particular. Many were downing shots of cheap liquor, making out, or wrapped up in cheap gossip, unaware of what encircled them. She almost made a full round until she spotted the boys sitting in a loose circle with four other people, close to the outskirts of the meadow. 

A delightful surge went through her chest; her nerves sparked. The corners of her mouth curled into a sinister and sly grin. She moved with nimbleness and climbed up into the boughs of a tree behind them. It took mere seconds, and nobody heard. She made herself comfortable in the thick branches, then peered down on the six humans snuggled up in blankets and warm clothes, nestled in chairs or on the ground with pillows. Her people closed in around her and tucked themselves into the shadows and foliage. Their beady and ethereal eyes watched, some with hunger, others with thrill. Their goddess and protector above listened. 

*****
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“The story said the right hand of the green goddess and queen of the Fae in this region lured a man in because they chose him for the most important ceremonial sacrifice, one that calls for a human pure of heart.” 

Gunner paused. The flames danced in his hazel eyes, intensifying the inner light shining through. He did his best to contain his voice from rushing and rising. 

“The ritual demanded for all his blood to be drained, stored, and spread throughout the forest for an entire year to replenish these lands. It was all to appease Nyx, the night goddess and the mother of them all. But the green goddess, instead of killing him, secretly kept him in one of the nearby mountains around here and fell in love with the human—which was forbidden. Well, Nyx found out and punished her disobedient daughter by turning the human man into that weeping willow. The legend says the fire will always torture him and stands as a reminder for her rebellious daughter.’’

He swept his gaze over his group of friends, and his excitement dimmed. He knew before he finished, half of them were in their own headspace, and his words were losing importance.

“Uh huh, well, out of all the made-up crap you’ve told us over the years about this tree, I have to admit that last bit sounds the most accurate,” Saul said in his usual bored tone. “But still, can we just come here one night without you and Brigg blabbing on about Fae?” He rolled his head back toward the clearing.

Gunner breathed through his nose with a slight scowl, but Suki, his girlfriend, rubbed his arm and squeezed. He relaxed, then sank deeper with her into their fold-out loveseat. He snuggled closer. Butterflies fluttered inside Suki’s stomach as her boyfriend continued.

“One day soon all those made-up crap stories are going to prove to be true.” 

One corner of Saul’s mouth shot up. “Sure, man, whatever you say.”  

Gunner’s jaw twitched, but he glanced down at his fingernails. lined with dirt, and he was reminded of the surprise he has for them later on. A surprise that would prove Saul and everyone here wrong. 

“Those old wives’ tales are like just ways to scare us humans into behaving like good lil folk.” Penny remarked, rolled her eyes, and tossed her long red ponytail behind her. She knocked back a long swig from the community whiskey while her girlfriend Tulle sat next to her. 

“She’s right.” Tulle motioned her head back toward the tree behind them. “The huge torch is just an old relic left over from the fairies a hundred years ago. They are long gone from these parts.’’ 

Tucking a short black strand of hair behind her ear, Tulle grabbed the whiskey from Penny and took a shot. She handed off the glass bottle to Gunner across from her. He gripped the neck, sighed, and stared at the blazing willow tree. He had never bought into that tired-ass claim their parents and teachers had drilled into their heads since they were born. Most people in his hometown still do, except for his oldest friend Brigg. He’s never ruled anything out. For a moment in the beginning, he thought Suki was on his side too. She indulged and humored him and gave him hope. However, she later started to dismiss his theories and so-called evidence with polite smiles and changes of subject.

Until tonight. 

He’s seeing her dubious stare morph into curiosity and serious intrigue. Along with her mind finally starting to turn and produce standalone possibilities of her own, and after tonight, he hoped she would become a believer not only in the Fae but also in him. 

“Bruh,” Brigg said, “just because most of the fae moved on to the eastern hemisphere of the world doesn’t mean none stayed behind.”

Brigg accepted the whiskey from the outstretched hand of Gunner, who gave him an appreciative side glance, curving his mouth in gratitude. Brigg nodded, then lifted the bottle and took a swig.   

“No way, man,” Saul said. “As much as we and everyone else in this town come here, we or someone would have, one, gone missing; or two, been fucked with so bad that this area would have been sealed off by the government like the other spots. The Fae could never stay away from these sites for long or not go on without playing games against us for their own amusement if they were still here.” 

He raised his arms behind his head, resting it in his hands, then leaned back in his blue fold-out chair. He swung his eyes away from Brigg and into the woodland clearing. “Nah, the forest is silent, and that will never change. So you guys might as well just accept it’ll only be us plain old humans escaping town to a tree, saving us all from building our own bonfires. The only thanks I’ll ever give to the Fae.”

“Not to mention it saves our clothes and hair from the smell of smoke; that shit like latches on for days,” Penny said, sitting in between Tulle’s legs on the blanket-covered grass. Her arm stretched out in front of them both while her phone captured Tulle kissing her pale cheek while she smiled. 

Brigg leaned forward in his chair and rubbed his bald black head down to his neck and shrugged. “I don’t know, been a lot of recent activity going on out at Carvers Loop where we used to camp and party. Supposedly there’s been sightings of pixies there. Maybe we could go check it out one night here soon.’’ 

Gunner’s heart jumped in his chest, and he went rigid. He flicked his eyes over to Suki, checking to see if she had noticed. She didn’t, so he forced his heart to calm, his nerves to settle, and his body to loosen. He knew he was paranoid and all was safe, so he shook off the paranoia. However, he also knew he was going to have to change their minds if they decide to go to Carver’s Mountain later on. 

Saul snorted, then produced a mocking laugh.“Yeah, and they also say there are demonic nymphs living in the trees now. Besides, if we aren’t glamping these days, lil miss princess here...’’ He jutted out his chin toward Penny, who was deciding which photo to post of her and Tulle. “Won’t take the time to hike over twenty steps or even in a tent if it’s not off the ground, with its own patio, bed and personal well. Give me that whiskey, will ya?’’ 

Brigg passed the bottle down the line, where Saul took it from Suki’s left and then shot it back. He clicked his tongue and grimaced. Penny snapped her head; her ponytail whipped like a horse’s tail at flies.  

“Excuse me, ass hat, but I don’t need five star materials to have a five star experience. I’m still a country girl at heart. Now get off your ass and give me that whiskey.’’

Saul’s lips pull into a smug smirk. He pushed himself off the blue chair, took a couple steps forward, and bowed. Brown chin-length hair curtained his face, and his brown eyes peeked out, reflecting the fire. “Once again, my lady, you prove my point. A princess you shall ever be.’’

She glared unamused while Tulle’s tanned hand reached up and snatched the bottle. “Queen, you mean, but we shall forgive thee on account of lack of brains. Back to your lonely stool you go, peasant.” She shooed him away with lazy flicks of her wrist, then bent down into Penny’s ear, “But my queen she be.’’

Penny’s cheeks grew a deep shade of red, and she giggled like a young schoolgirl, taking the whiskey.

Saul plopped down into his chair and gazed out among the others around them. Some stumble and dance around each other or cackle, while others play beer pong or card games or chug beer bongs. All home from college for the holidays without a care in the world.  

Roaming eyes over the people, Saul narrowed his focus across the clearing as several black masses seemed to float behind the burning tree in the outskirts of the forest. Pairs of bright red dots within the shapes blinked, hovered, and flitted here and there. His breath caught in his throat, and he thought to himself, what the hell is that? 

He rubbed his eyes and then looked again; no more black masses. Just a trick of shadows, light, and whiskey. Nothing is there. He shook his head and went back to zoning out.

Suki lounged, then sensed an unease within her gut that caused her peaceful state to become restless. Her eyes darted over to Brigg’s fold-out chair, where his backpack sat underneath. Not understanding why, she wanted to reach inside and grab whatever may be in it. Take it far away from them all and bury it. She wrestled within herself trying to shove those thoughts of invading his privacy away, but she couldn’t shake it. Just as she couldn’t shake the feeling that they shouldn’t have come here tonight.

To distract herself from it, she turned her head towards Gunner, noting how he was lost like usual in the Weeping Willow's eternal fire. She could see the questions rage in his mind behind those hazel irises and couldn’t help but wonder what theories he’d concocted now. Her mouth formed into a small smile, and she squeezed his knee. She lowered her silvery voice.

“Which of the two tales do you put more stock in?’’

He didn’t hear her, so she called out his name. He wasn’t budging, so she pushed her narrow shoulder into his a couple times. 

“Yeah?” Gunner replied, turning his head toward her.

She raised her curved brows, quirking her smile at the corner, “What is going on in there?’’

“You know what’s going on in that head of his,” Penny said. “We all do when we come here or like when his nose is deep in folklore books. The same thing over and over again.” She leaned into Tulle, who wrapped her arms around Penny’s broad shoulders as they lounged in a nest of pillows up against a moss-covered boulder. 
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