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chapter 1 the wild hunt

Autumn Desperation Time. Hunting season, eventually. AC last week, heater next.

The last gasp for some. Horror-scope landing? I’m on the sign-cusp and can make claim to either sign; it’s just days into fall. I love this time of year.

Autumn? The darkness grows. Days shorten fast and it’s story-season. When a squirrel skitters and scampers across the roof it’s the claw after the kiddies.

The colors grow. Those leaves are red for a reason. Mostly the Wild Hunt, really.

Wind-storms start and strike hard; cold and wet most times too.

The cold grows at night; last year’s forgotten treasures are found tucked into dusty coat pockets. Be careful of hand-me-downs, tho. A few petrified relics and strangling items turn up in them, and in things that never were coats anyway.

The Wild Hunt is common and vicious at this time of year. The prey are this year’s cubs just kicked out of the den. Runts as prey-bait, all that. Leaders that’d lost their last fight, trampling about despondent now. Young, roaming, seeker bachelors. Fights over ripe harvests and girls that turn into pitched battles; ones that end with aching losers on the run.

But this was my garden, not the deep woods. Fruit-flies collect and cluster buzzing around windfalls under the apple tree; fat, brown fermenting balls tinged with red. Gooshy ones. So do spiders, after the fruit-flies. The things that hunt spiders also have hunters after them.

Wasps, birds, cats, us. You’re next in this, pookie.

Why are you surprised?

My garden had changed. Morning-dew in the flowers is no longer nectar-sweet; it’s cold and has hard seeds in it. Cranky wasps buzz abound the rattling, brown-dry, raspy-cracked stems. The monsters that were after the hummingbirds clustered and hovering most summer-mornings are hungry now.

Ravenous, actually. And the skunk-traps I set for pumpkin garden-raiders?

Guess what I caught. Go ahead, guess.

***

Here’s a hint at what the trap had in it. A six-inch mini-gnome. A whole tribe of them were frolicking in warm afternoon sunshine around the trap; since they were in my garden, a tribe of smalls with lots of hunting and foraging problems.

Well, one in the trap. The rest were having a party as they feasted on fermenting apples.

“Sabotage, bull and thieves! I’ve had enough from your minions, barley-breath! Your elfin relatives are nothing but personal politics! Spies!”

That not-so-plaintive (and fairly slurred) screech from a trapped sprite was accompanied by a wild swipe with a cane at someone. It came nowhere close but did splat into a rotting apple inside the cage. The one he was eating. After rattling a few bars and staggering the unhappy senior, of course.

“They’re your relatives too, pa.”

I blinked. Ever go to a wrestling match and see a hockey-game break out? The elves were like that, a jostling crowd of walking staffs and brown leather hoods, most of them drunkenly rolling apples at each other.

All dozen of them still awake being rowdy, that is; the young ones on the ground were snoring already, nearly invisible under their capes.

Those still awake were fighting over the choicer fermenting apples, using them as soccer balls as they rolled windfalls to a leaf+twig bonfire.

Hoods were being used as distilleries somehow; the tribe was roasting the more explosive fermenting apples in a wee fire. (You do not want to see that, by the way.) The tiny fire crackled, hissed and spat; and a hot splorp splatted off a roasting brown apple and ended up splashing into the cage with trapped elder.

He seemed to think it was tasty. It steamed at him.

I blinked. You can tell a passionate culture; they have public lynch-mobs built in, usually as a very noisy tradition. A hysterical ‘I’m the leader now.’ was the game being played by the other roasters right now, not a ‘This isn’t up to code!’ lynching.

The old goat hadn’t noticed he was in a trap or didn’t care. He was ref and prize; or at least it looked that way to me.

On the other hand, the elves were cheering each other on fairly indiscriminately. Making brandy? They were getting sidetracked by fights, primitive biotech and they seemed to be enjoying it. Myself, I was backing a watching webcam to the cloud from the comfort of my living-room.

I now had a record of the intruders and the festivities. Unfortunately, also how fast the sneaks in my garden turned on peeping toms, but I didn’t know that yet.

***

“Look all ye want, fool. You’ll never take me alive. Or keep me here.” The unhappy snarl came from the cage where the captive was busy snarfing back liquid courage from the rotten apple in the skunk-trap with him. “Attention from the merry pranksters elf-tribe is not healthy for humans. They’re on their way to you now.”

“That’s us.” He slurred in my general direction, staggering a bit as I looked at him puzzled. If I was any judge of the way he was wolfing apple-jack back he’d be asleep in minutes. The miserable complainer was already more than a little rocky on his feet.

“Someone already captured and kept you today.” I pointed out, dropping to a squat to look at the captive. “Accidentally, too.”

“I have no intentions of keeping any merry spanker or any other sprite infesting my home captive. You eat too much.” I grunted, looking the rest of the garden over from under my hat. It was empty of visitors as far as you could see. Quiet. Big orange pumpkins, dead weeds rustling in a hot summer-afternoon zephyr, all in an unweeded garden beside my home. All normal enough.

“Ya. Like you have a choice in keeping.” The minni-gnome snorted at me. “And I’m an elf, idiot! Knots a spanker. Sprite.”

That got an absent-minded nod as I scanned the garden again. The fire was gone, the hat-distillery vanished and there was no one teensy to be seen, not as a brown twig, lump in the long grass, or anything. Nothing but pumpkins and fallen leaves rustling about in a breeze. I nodded. These little dudes were good at disappearing fast.

One bright point was no skunks about after apples, either. That I was thankful for. Drunk skunks are a lot harder to handle, even if their handstands were a little sloppier when they were cut.

My smirk didn’t tell the right story to my little captive and he started glaring at me suspiciously. Me leaving the kitchen singing ‘Oh Susanne!’ had given the garden-gnomes infesting my backyard a running start. By the time I hit the corner of the house singing ‘Someone’s in the kitchen with Di-na!’ the old fool in the cage was the only one visible.

My best guess was they’d hid in grass, but I didn’t really care. It could be anywhere as weeding the garden was not my strong point; or mowing under the merrily festooned apple-tree grounds. There were dried weeds aplenty to hide behind in the garden.

“Listen, elder. You want out. I need to find the Wild Hunt. We can make a deal.” I told the elf in my cage. That choice bit of chatter stopped my captive cold, but after a shudder and a hastily redoubled eating, he turned away and almost ignored me.

“The Wild Hunt? No ya don’t, ya great weenie.” The elf shuddered after a few more quick mouthfuls. “Humans! No one wants to see the hunt, it might decide to take after them. That’s what it does. A dozen or so rabid killers all combining to run the lost, losers and runaways down? Grisly. No one wants to see that.”

“Mystics! Stags, wolves and coyotes. That’s not all, either.” The elf stopped and gave me a crafty look.

“Every killer you’ve ever heard of in these woods and a few you don’t know about are in on the Wild Hunt, humie. Some just for the fun of it. Every single one of them is looking for easy blood, desperately furious, on their last legs and needs a new home. Killers helping killers prune back lost women and children.”

“All newly kicked out of their homes and with a grudge against the world.” The elf went on shuddering.

“Not a happy group.” The elf went on. “The Wild Hunt isn’t a place you want to be, or be part of. Or even see. It’s slaughter by the old on rejects, mostly.”

“Leaders who couldn’t go three rounds anymore.” The elf added absently. “Healthy yeah. Very dangerous and in very bad moods.”

“I’m not part of the hunt and don’t want to be. I don’t care who they chase down. I just need them to go thru a certain yard.” I mentioned quietly.

“Screaming. Twice.” Got added dreamily; and with a happy sigh.

I hated this particular dork and one of my neighbors was going to regret sending dandelion seeds and leaves all over my yard real soon.

The elf coughed back a laugh. “Death screams they can do, but no one aims the hunt except the hunt-leaders, human; and leading the hunt means you score or die fast, hard and messy.” That got a snort aimed at me from bright, searing eyes. Slightly drunken ones.

“It isn’t likely. The Wild-Hunt chases the denless; their prey runs aimlessly. Frantically. Desperately, with the best killers in the forest plotting against them.” He went on, weaving a bit now. “Failures just kicked out of their homes, usually.”

“I’m prepped.” I stated flatly. “They won’t dare bother me.”

“Your fence? Ha! Look, another bullshait observation. You’re all vanity, fool human. You should know better; things like that’ll kill you.” The elf mockingly wiped a tear from his eye, then went back to wolfing rotten apple down by the handful. “You, your friends and anyone standing around looking innocent. Death by cheapo will get most.”

That got a blank look from me.

There was a tired sigh at my confusion. “Cheap thrills, grasshopper? The cheapest option is not to do any work. Everyone hidden in their dens watching relies on that; with a lot of sniggering. They can die ugly too.” The elf grumbled on. He was obviously just wasting time till he got too wasted to speak.

“Lead the Wild-Hunt somewhere. Ew. I won’t be caught within miles of it.” He shuddered again, still cramming fistfuls of apple-jack back as fast as he could. The elf was obviously avoiding something. “No one sane would.”

I got a glance like I was a very stupid bug doing tricks. “You might as well try to shepherd wind off a cliff, human. You lead the hunt or get chased by it. Both end in your death when you fail. That’s the wild part.”

Grisly. He kept eating as fast as he could. The elf wanted to fall sleep before I started torturing him, I guess. Or develop an immunity.

“And aim it? Ha. Thrown under a bus, into the fired up, a shiftless blaming.” The elder muttered furiously as he slurped. “Never rely on spies, human. Or relatives. They make you weak, blind and turn on you.”

“I need the hunt, and have skunk oil, porcupine quills, sonics and flood-lights here.” I mentioned flatly. The elf blinked, startled.

“Tracking lasers, too. A shot-gun, plus traps and bait. The bait is you.” I added. The elf slowed his eating slightly at that, then shrugged.

“I have relatives that’ll come out for vengeance. They live for years and love their work.” The elf mentioned with a massive yawn. “Hard, messy vengeance. Murphies. Plumbing that turns noisy, smells bad and never works right again.”

“Na ya don’t.” Came a hiss from the grass. I could hear a smothered giggling come from behind a pumpkin now. “You’re well past your prime, best-before date and any reason, elder. Skunk oil? Tell the humie how to call the hunt; for a price in apples. It’ll be fun watching him squirm, as either leader, prey or spectator. They’re almost the same thing anyway.”

“Cut to the chase.” I blinked and rested my arms on my knees as the brewery-party slowly started up around me again, the younger elves working on a second hangover now. “Tell me or I turn the sprinklers on, elder.”

***

Long story short? I got taught how to call the Wild Hunt, or at least get their attention.

I have to give the elf credit; it worked. A little too well, in fact.

It was a clucking, ‘tch’ing sound. Inhale and chuck. The old elf mentioned that a sad and lonely ‘tch’ would work best as a call to get a band of bloodthirsty hunters headed my way.

No one told me it was a skunk-call. No one mentioned that I’d get angry mother skunks headed for the noise, grumpy old males angry at someone disturbing their sleep headed for the call and the Wild Hunt stopping in looking for lonely innocents to kill.

No one mentioned just how much oil a few skunks have to spray, either. (Lots. Lots and lots of it.)
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