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				The fisherman sat on the end of the jetty, huddled beneath his blanket, the hulking behemoth of the Tobin Bridge straddling the night skyline at his back. With its green painted girders lit up, the cantilever crossing dominated this corner of Boston, towering over the rolling waters of the Mystic River. The blood, sweat, and toil of good and honest Massachusetts men had gone into the bridge’s construction in the 1940s. If there was a greater piece of engineering, or more handsome man-made structure, Henry Fitzpatrick hadn’t seen it. Fitz might have been biased, of course, as his father and uncles had helped build it.

				He hunkered down in his deck chair, a rod on either side of him, both set upon their rests. The lines disappeared into the darkness, out on to the water, the fluorescent markers on the nylon quivering in the breeze. If there was a bite, the elderly angler would see it. He checked them over. The one on the left, fine. The one on the right, fine. His feet were up, resting on the cooler, a trio of empty brown beer bottles stacked neatly beside it. Beneath the deck chair, his bulldog slumbered, snoring to his heart’s content.

				‘Fine company you are, Shamrock.’

				The sound of traffic passing over the Tobin Bridge was a gentle reminder to Fitz that he wasn’t the only soul awake at that ungodly hour. Not so long ago, there would’ve been company for him, up and down the wharf, other night fishermen sharing the river. Those days were gone. Fitz was the only one who remained, the only one who hadn’t been scared off.

				He glanced up at the moon, full and white overhead. He’d been warned by the gang in the bar not to go, to head home to his wife, Maggie, but Fitz wouldn’t hear it. Not that he was averse to spending time with Maggie, of course, but Fitz was at his happiest on the jetty, and everyone knew it, even Maggie. The lure of the river was in his blood, as it had been in his father’s, and his father’s before him. Fitz checked the lines. Left, fine. Right, fine.

				The folk who lived around the docks, who’d worked there all their lives, were a fearful bunch. Gullible, in Fitz’s opinion. Two poor saps had gone missing over the previous full moons, so naturally the superstitious said this was the mermaid’s mischief at work, luring the men to a watery grave with her siren voice. The Mermaid of the Mystic River. Fitz chuckled. Utter hokum. The two men had simply had one too many ales and walked off the wharf to their watery graves. They wouldn’t be the first fools to get washed away down the Mystic.

				Fitz reached down and opened his cooler, removing a fresh bottle of beer. He cracked the cap off, flicking it into the tide, a dozen feet below. It spun through the air, reflecting the moonlight before it plopped into the waves. He tipped the bottle back, taking a hearty swig, his eyes glancing at the rods. The one on the left, fine. The one on the right, bowing, flexing, the fluorescent marker humming on the line.

				He placed the bottle down carefully, reaching across to take the rod off its stand. He stood and braced his feet on the rough timbers of the jetty, hand gripping the reel. He’d been here for three hours and this was the first nibble of the night. It was almost as if, until now, the fish had been scared away. Striped bass was what he was after, and his stomach was rumbling already as he imagined one cooked in butter and lemon. What a treat that would be for tomorrow’s dinner. He wound the reel in.

				The bulldog was awake now, whimpering beneath the chair.

				‘What’s the matter, Shamrock? Get out here, ya lazy mutt.’

				The dog didn’t come, instead knocking the deck chair over as he backed away fearfully.

				‘C’mere, ya dumb dog,’ snapped Fitz, irked by Shamrock’s sudden and unexpected cowardice. The bulldog scampered down the wharf, abandoning his master. The rod suddenly yanked hard, almost shooting out of Fitz’s grasp. The angler was an old hand and a canny fisherman, though, and he quickly struck back, cranking the reel.

				‘Big fish, are ya? That’s fine by Fitz. The more bass for my plate,’ he snarled, grinning as he wound in the line.

				‘You might want to let this one go.’

				The voice came from the shadows at his back. Fitz half turned, not wanting to take his eyes off the bowing rod and taut nylon. A boy was walking forward, some young punk who was clearly lost and more than a bit deluded if he thought he could tell old Fitz how to fish. His drainpipe jeans had seen better days, his Chucks were so dirty they could’ve walked away by themselves, and if Fitz wasn’t mistaken, he was carrying a lady’s handbag across his shoulder.

				‘Who the hell are you?’

				‘Me?’ said the kid in the bomber jacket and ratty jeans. ‘I’m your new best friend.’

				Max Helsing watched as the old man continued to wind in his catch, struggling and straining. The fisherman wasn’t listening to the boy’s sage words of advice. This was nothing new. Folk of most ages seemed more than ready to disregard what the thirteen-year-old had to say. He was obviously kicking off the wrong vibe, one that said pimply teenager as opposed to kick-ass monster hunter. The bulldog had the right idea. The hound was probably downtown by now.

				As he leaned over the wharf edge and took a peek at the choppy waters below, the battling old man raised an eyebrow at him. The fishing line was vertical now, pointed straight down, as it cut one way and then the other through the water.

				‘OK, I’m no fisherman, but I do know you’re fishing for bass. And I also know bass are about … yea big.’ Max made the shape with his hands. ‘I don’t think you’ve got a bass on the end of your line, dude.’

				‘Like I said, who the hell are you?’

				Max was rummaging around inside his messenger bag. ‘That’s not important, but what is important—’

				‘Is that a purse you’re carrying?’

				‘Purse? Really? I like to think of it as my manbag.’ Max shook his head and pulled his hand out of the messenger bag. ‘What I was trying to tell you before you so rudely interrupted was that you might wanna stick these in your ears.’

				He held out a pair of wax earplugs, placing them atop the cooler.

				‘Will it mean I don’t hear your voice?’ grunted the man, wincing as he cranked hard on the reel.

				‘Probably, but more important, it’ll save your life.’

				The man’s laugh was sarcastic. ‘Get lost, ya little jerk. A man’s at work here.’

				Max sighed with regret and popped his own plugs into his ears. ‘Ditto.’

				He leaned back over the side just as the ‘catch’ emerged from the briny water. Max had been following this story from a distance for three months now. Local legend had always said there was a mermaid in the Mystic River. There was some truth to the story, of course, but this was no mermaid. It was a selkie, an ancient creature that had followed the Irish immigrants across the Atlantic centuries ago. Romantic folklore told that they looked like seals beneath the waves, but when they emerged from the water, they transformed into enchanting humans. The truth was far more grim. This particular selkie had been putting in appearances every three decades, regular as clockwork, rising for three full moons to feed before vanishing back into the deep. If it failed to feed on each of these nights, it would starve. It seemed to Max that a selkie’s life was a bit of a cursed existence. Though Max felt sympathy for it, he wasn’t eager for any more humans to be slaughtered. Tonight was Max’s last chance to send the selkie packing.

				The creature that emerged from the Mystic bucked and writhed on the end of the line as the fisherman continued to winch it in. It was never going to win a beauty pageant. Its head was bald with bumpy ridges, a pair of large pale eyes glowing like head lamps. The monster’s mouth was wide and drooping, like that of a grouper, with jagged needle teeth jutting out from all angles. Max could see its throat flexing, wobbling, as a frog’s might when it croaks. The beast was singing, Max realised, and he was relieved to be wearing his plugs – the song of the selkie was its principal weapon, and the way it bewitched sailors and fishermen.

				Two humanoid arms ended with webbed hands and taloned fingers, while its lower torso was that of a serpentine fish, ending in a great tail that twisted and thrashed at the water. Its flesh had the pale greenish-grey pallor of a corpse that had been found after floating in the sea for days. The hook wasn’t in the monster’s mouth, of course; it was clenched in one of those grotesque hands, the line wrapped around its puckered forearm intentionally. It had meant to be caught. It wanted the man to haul it ashore. It needed the man’s assistance if it was meant to feed.
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				‘OK, fishsticks,’ said Max, waving at the selkie from above as the fisherman reeled it in, ever higher. ‘Here’s how it has to be. I’m afraid you’re done snacking from the Boston All-You-Can-Eat Human Buffet. The restaurant is now closed. I’m giving you one chance to turn tail and disappear back to Atlantis, or wherever the heck it is you’ve come from.’

				Although the monster was warbling its hideous ballad, its eyes narrowed when it spied Max, its teeth gnashing as it rose closer to the wharf.

				‘Guess that’s a no on the skedaddling, then?’ said Max, straightening up and turning to the man. He was about to ask for help, but quickly realised it was futile. Twin rivulets of blood dribbled from the old angler’s ears, while his eyes were pale and glassy, utterly entranced. Max shook him violently, trying to dislodge the rod from the fisherman’s hands, but it was hopeless. The boy flipped open his messenger bag’s flap, rooting inside for a knife to cut the line. Without that connection, the beast couldn’t rise the twelve feet out of the river to feed. It would be doomed to go without, and would (hopefully) starve. Just as Max’s hand closed around his pocketknife, he felt teeth clamp around his ankle. He cried out, looking down, expecting to find the selkie feasting on his foot. Instead, he found the little bulldog, returned to defend his put-upon master from Max. As the fisherman continued winding the monster in, the dog snarled, worrying the boy’s drainpipe jeans, which ripped and frayed. Having Eightball, Max’s own dog, with him right now would have been helpful – especially since he was a hellhound – but Max was alone on this one.

				He shook off the dog, who bounced away then came straight back. This time he leaped, jaws snapping around the messenger bag and dragging it down to the ground. The knife went loose inside the satchel as Max hit the deck, the strap came free, and the bulldog danced away with the bag in his mouth.

				‘Crapsacks!’ shouted Max, as the selkie’s head appeared over the side of the wharf, its webbed, clawed fingers now gripping the timbers as it let go of the hook and the line.

				Max scrambled forward to the empty beer bottles. One, two, three; they whipped through the air, striking the selkie in the head and splitting the ghoulish flesh. The injuries hardly spoiled the creature’s good looks. It reached out, grabbing Max’s foot and biting down hard. Its needle teeth punctured the tread of his Chucks.

				‘What is it with my feet?’ he screeched, booting the river monster in the face.

				The boy’s hands went into the cooler, grabbing full bottles of beer now and sending them at the selkie. The creature ignored the barrage, crawling ever closer, claws digging into the decking. The cooler lid was the next thing to hit the beast, buckling as Max smashed it over the selkie’s ridged, knuckled skull. Its mouth opened wide as it wailed in agony. Max could feel one of his earplugs coming loose. He jammed the cooler lid into its open jaws and then snatched up the loose coils of fishing line. He rolled over the monster, wrapping the line about the creature’s neck in quick succession, three times in all. He yanked back hard.

				The selkie shrieked and gurgled, big white eyes swelling wide like they might pop. Max cried out as he pulled with all his might, feeling the strong nylon cord cut into the flesh of his hands and fingers. The selkie’s great fish tail flapped and slapped, striking the timber jetty as it gasped in vain for breath. One last cry from Max as the line reached breaking point, and there was a wet ripping sound, like piano wire going through an overripe cucumber. He felt the cord give as it sliced through the monster’s neck. The selkie’s head rolled away, the white light ebbing in those dreadful eyes as its black blood washed across the wharf.

				The fisherman came to suddenly, shaking his head, looking down in horror at the monstrosity from the deep that lay at his feet and the boy from Gallows Hill Middle School lying across its decapitated corpse. His bulldog trotted up and began to lap at the pool of oily fish blood.

				‘Bass is off the menu, I’m afraid, sir,’ said Max, anchoring his chewed-up Chucks on the dock as he clambered to his feet. ‘Have you ever tried sushi?’
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				‘Are you sure you have everything?’ Jed asked for the hundredth time.

				‘Yes,’ lied Max as he dashed past the old-timer in his La-Z-Boy. ‘I’m not some dingbat, you know?’

				Of course, Max had left everything until the last minute. The selkie gig on the Mystic River had been a welcome distraction from Jed’s never-ending nagging. Now, on the morning of departure, he was breathing down Max’s neck (from the comfort of his recliner). Max slipped into his bedroom, out of the old man’s line of sight.

				‘Eightball!’

				It was bad enough that the hellhound was on Max’s bed – his bedroom was a strictly no-go zone for the demonic pooch due to the sulphurous gases that emanated from his behind. The rotund puppy’s head was buried within Max’s backpack, merrily rooting through whatever the teenager had already packed. Max knew instantly what his puppy was after.

				‘Get outta there,’ Max growled, giving Eightball’s shiny black bottom a playful but firm smack. The dog’s head emerged, the contents of Max’s emergency Twinkie stash smeared across his slobbering chops. With a clap of hands, the cream-splattered dog was bouncing off the bed and departing the room. Jed didn’t even try to hide his laughter. Max shook his head, returning his belongings to the bag. It was bulging by the time he’d finished. Hefting it across one shoulder, he tramped back into the living room.

				‘Sweet spawn of Shug, what have you got in there, boy?’ exclaimed Jed, rising half out of his chair as Max passed back by. ‘The kitchen sink?’

				‘You always said I should be prepared,’ said Max, slamming his backpack down on to the kitchenette counter.

				‘Yeah, prepared for all eventualities. Not Armageddon.’

				‘Sometimes, that’s the same thing.’

				Jed pulled out his pocket watch and flipped it open. ‘You’d better shake a tail feather. You need a ride to school?’

				‘No, Syd’s mum is picking me up. The bus doesn’t leave until eight.’

				Max flipped open the kitchen cupboards, on one last raid for essential provisions. The five major food groups were covered: Cheetos, Hershey bars, gummy worms, Mountain Dew and Combos. He crammed them into the top of the backpack and pulled the drawstring tight. All the while Eightball sat at his feet, stumpy tail thwacking the ground as if he might earn another treat. His goggle eyes blinked imploringly, one facing Boston, the other Salem.

				‘You’ve blown it, dude,’ said Max, patting the pooch on the head and deftly dodging a lick in the process. ‘You want food, go to Jed. If you’re really unlucky, you’ll get some homemade clam chowder.’

				Jed rose from his chair and stretched, before limping across to the bookshelf. His hands flitted across the spines of the books as he peeked over the rims of his half-moon spectacles. His fingertips stopped as he found what he was looking for.

				‘Whatcha got there?’ asked Max. ‘Rheingard’s Daemon Guide? Tales of the Undercity?’

				Jed tossed the pamphlet on to the counter.

				Max peered at it suspiciously. ‘Things to See & Do in the White Mountains? Hardly Goblin Slaying 101, is it?’

				‘That part of New Hampshire’s something else. You should read that and get to know the place before you get there. Real scenic. It was always a popular place for courting couples. Spent some time up there in my youth.’

				Max whistled as he flicked through the brochure before shoving it into a side pocket on his pack. ‘Hard to imagine.’

				‘Me courting?’

				‘You being young.’

				Jed let that one go. ‘It’s a magical place. You’ve got canoeing, rafting, swimming, hiking, climbing, waterfalls …’

				Max stepped over Eightball and opened the closet door, reaching past brooms, mops and a brutal-looking morning star to get to his bomber jacket. ‘Do they pay you commission straight into your bank account, or do you get a brown envelope once a month?’

				‘I hope you’re taking a slicker as well? That old jacket won’t suffice if the heavens open. It can rain like nowhere else up there.’

				‘I thought you said it was a magical place?’ Max replied, donning the bomber and then lifting the pack on to his back. He clicked the belt around his waist. ‘You’re not selling this to me.’

				‘Compass? Hiking boots?’

				‘Packed.’

				‘Flashlight?’

				‘Can I take yours?’

				‘Think again, kiddo. That was a gift from a very special lady. Crucifix, stakes and wolfsbane?’

				‘This is a school trip, Jed.’

				‘Regardless, you know what kind of world it is out there. There’s the world the norms inhabit; then there’s the one below the surface, the one that we must walk in. Just because you’re out in the wilderness on an Outward Bound trip, that don’t make things any less dangerous.’

				‘I’m heading to New Hampshire. It’s hardly Alaska.’

				‘The White Mountains are mighty pretty; just stay on your toes. Don’t relax too much. Monsters are everywhere, remember?’

				Of course, Max never left home without having his monster-hunting gear with him, but he’d been looking forward to this chance to get away from the day job. He picked up his cell phone and popped it into his pocket.

				‘You sure you wanna take your phone? What did Whedon say: “They’re antisocial and prevent you from enjoying the Great Outdoors to their fullest”? Aren’t they banned on this trip?’

				‘For norm kids, sure.’ Max grinned. ‘Hey, are you going to be OK while I’m gone? You have everything you need?’

				Jed raised himself to his full height and looked Max dead in the eye. ‘I’ve taken care of Helsing House for over forty years. I’ve raised both you and your father, all beneath this roof. I’ve fixed every broken window, leaking faucet and faulty floorboard. I’ve seen families come and go – human and monstrous – and I’ve never once fallen short in my responsibilities. What I don’t need is a jumped-up, wise-ass kid treating me like some doddering old fool. You hear me, son?’

				‘Winding you up is way too easy.’ Max chuckled as Jed growled. The boy snatched up his trusty messenger bag before disappearing out the apartment door. ‘I’ll see you in a week!’

				Max’s descent through the four storeys of Helsing House was less graceful than usual. His trademark banister hurdles were replaced by a clumsy pinball as his top-heavy backpack threatened to send him sprawling. He careened around the second floor landing and straight into Mr Holloman with a clang. The silent giant caught Max by the backpack straps before he went head over heels down the next flight of stairs.

				‘Thanks, Mr Holloman,’ said Max, as the iron golem brushed him off.

				The door to 2C flew open down the hall, and ten-year-old monster-hunting disciple Wing Liu exploded from his apartment. The homeschooler scampered along the landing, his Chuck Taylors squeaking as he skidded to a halt beside Max and the golem. Wing raised a fist, and Max met it with his own.

				‘What’s happening, Max? Whatcha got in the backpack? You on a job? Can I help? Lemme get my gear—’

				‘Whoa,’ said Max. ‘Hang on, buddy. No, I’m not working, and I don’t need help. And what d’you mean, your gear?’

				Wing grinned. ‘I’ve been putting my own monster-hunting kit together. Mainly it’s just lots of bulbs of garlic, but it’s a start.’

				Max laughed. ‘Your mum’ll kill you if you’ve been raiding her pantry. Also, it’s only vampires that freak out at garlic. Apart from suckers, most monsters like it as much as you or I.’

				‘I hear you. Mix things up a bit with coriander and cayenne pepper.’

				‘Go crazy,’ said Max with a grin.

				Ever since he’d found out about Max’s true calling, Wing had grown obsessed with monster hunting. Not only was he keeping his eagle eyes peeled for any monstrous happenings across the United States via the magic of the Internet, he was also helping Jed rearrange his extensive library upstairs. As well as alphabetising the various monster manuals, spell books and other arcane tomes the Van Helsings had gathered over the centuries, he was uploading those works on to his laptop, which he’d renamed The Beholder in homage to some monster or another. On top of all of this, he’d even started dressing like Max. He’d talked his mum into his own pair of Chuck Taylors, and could be seen sporting a bomber jacket on even the hottest of days.

				‘So where are you going?’ asked the ten-year-old.

				‘School trip for the week,’ said Max, squeezing past the silent Mr Holloman as he went to descend the last flight. ‘Camping in the White Mountains in New Hampshire.’

				‘Oooh, great place for cryptid spotting,’ said Wing excitedly. ‘Two weeks back there was a flying reptile photographed north of Dover, and there’s been an increase in big wolf sightings over the last twelve months. Twice the size of regular ones. Don’t know what that is – could be a waheela or maybe a lycanthrope, but it’s gotta be worth—’

				‘Gotta go,’ said Max, speaking over the younger boy.

				‘Bring me back a souvenir?’

				‘Take Eightball for his daily walk and I’ll grab you a fridge magnet.’

				Wing grinned. ‘Epic!’

				The ringing of Wing’s fist bump with Mr Holloman followed Max downstairs, as did his pained yelps. Then he was out of the front door of Helsing House, bouncing down the steps and marching down the drive. Syd waited at the gate, her mum’s dusty old Chevy idling behind her. She smiled and Max waved back as the sun shone overhead. Even with a pack on his back, there was a spring in his stride that hadn’t been there before, an excitement building in his belly that if he didn’t know better he’d have put down to a bad burrito.

				‘So this is what going on vacation feels like.’ He grinned, kicking up gravel as he approached his friend. ‘I could get used to this.’
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				It was around midday, and the boards of the covered bridge clattered as the old school bus rattled across it and emerged out the other side into brilliant sunlight. Max peered out the window, watching the river rush by beside the road, all rocks and churning white water as it funnelled through the gorge. Mrs Loomis, school nurse and occasional bus driver, ground the gears as the incline grew steeper, the bus struggling to deal with the mountainous road. Ahead, the forest began to thin as vegetation was replaced by neat hedges and outbuildings, barns and farmhouses popping into view. The students of Gallows Hill Middle School cheered in unison as they passed a carved wooden sign at the side of the road, confirming they’d reached their destination. The words were gouged out of an enormous piece of red timber: WELCOME TO BONE CREEK. ENJOY YOUR STAY!

				There seemed to be only the one main road running through the town, reminding Max of frontier settlements from those old Western movies that Jed loved to watch. He did a double take as he spied a horse tied up outside a bar that boasted a saloon sign over the door. Most of the buildings were wooden, although the more important ones – police station, bank and town hall – were all built from stone. Every wall, stoop and walkway was decorated with window boxes and hanging baskets that bloomed with vibrant spring wild flowers. The old yellow bus pulled over outside the general store, the hydraulics groaning with relief as Mrs Loomis turned off the engine. Instantly, the gentle sound of folk music rolled in through the open windows of the bus, emanating from the store. Max smiled to himself. He really was a world away from Gallows Hill. As one-horse towns went, there seemed few prettier than Bone Creek.

				‘Heads up,’ said Principal Whedon, rising as two teachers remained seated on either side of him. Knowing they’d had to endure Whedon’s company for the last few hours, Max imagined Mr Mayhew and Ms Golden were both having second thoughts about having volunteered for this particular trip.

				The principal clapped his hands. ‘Your attention! Since Mrs Loomis has made such good time, you have ten minutes to explore, folks.’

				‘Good time?’ whispered Syd beside Max. ‘For a while there I thought she’d made time go in reverse. I’ve never been on such a long journey!’

				The diminutive principal clapped his hands again, demanding their continued attention. ‘I don’t want to see anyone buying contraband here. Put your hand down, Levin; you know exactly what I mean by contraband. You may be away from school, but that doesn’t give you permission to violate the rules. My word is law, just like in Gallows Hill. Am I making myself clear?’

				‘Yes, sir,’ the children all murmured.

				‘Good. Ten minutes, then I want you back on the bus.’ He stood, looking at them, moustache bristling. ‘Go!’

				Whedon stood aside as the twenty students piled off the bus. Those with smaller bladders ran ahead into the store, seeking out the restroom, while the remainder took a moment to stretch.

				‘Man,’ said Syd, arching her stiff back. ‘I hope the cabins are comfier than the bus. My back is wrecked.’

				‘I bet there’ll be a Jacuzzi to help with that.’

				Syd gave Max the side-eye. ‘You’ve never been camping before, have you?’

				‘We’re staying in lodges, Syd. You know – high ceiling, stone fireplace, big moose head over the mantle.’

				She clapped a hand on his back. ‘You have so much to learn, my poor little town mouse.’

				Max laughed. ‘Syd, this is my first-ever vacation,’ he said. ‘I don’t care if I have to sleep in a hole in the ground: it’ll rock.’

				‘First-ever vacation?’ Kenny Boyle’s face, framed with carrot-coloured hair, suddenly appeared between them from behind, forcing the pair apart.

				The eighth grader laughed. ‘You have got to be kidding me. You hearing this?’ he shouted to his nearby buddies. ‘This is Helsing’s first-ever vacation! How pathetic is that?’

				Jeers erupted from Boyle’s two accompanying minions, Ripley and Shipley. The fact their names rhymed was the only amusing thing about the pair. Ripley was a squat, heavyset unit who was making waves on the school wrestling team. What Shipley lacked in muscle he made up for in smiles, a permanent grin fixed to his thin face as he nodded along enthusiastically to all of Boyle’s crummy comments. The bully turned back to Syd.

				‘Perez, what are you doing hanging with this clown when you could be with me?’

				Syd smiled and patted Max’s shoulder. ‘I’ve got all the clown I can handle here, thanks, Boyle. You’d probably push me over the edge.’

				Boyle grunted, unsure whether to be flattered or insulted. Max wanted to assure him it was the latter, but decided to remain silent, staring ahead and hoping the bully would leave it at that. Boyle brought his eyes back to Max.

				‘Gonna let your woman do the talking for you, huh?’ He punched Max hard in the shoulder. ‘Man, you’re such a loser, Helsing. Holler when you’re bored of him, Perez.’

				‘Don’t hold your breath,’ muttered Syd as the bully caught up with Ripley and Shipley. ‘God, he’s the worst, isn’t he? You OK?’

				Of all the kids who could’ve come on this trip, there was one name Max had prayed wouldn’t be on the attendance list: Kenny Boyle. The eighth grader’s mop of unruly crimson hair bounced as he and his gang entered the store. A chorus of laughter followed each lame joke. When you were the son of the chief of police, and a head taller than all the other kids in school, you commanded a certain kind of respect from your classmates. A kind of respect Max – and Syd, for that matter – had always refused to give.

				‘Don’t worry, Syd. Like I said, I’m determined to have a good time, regardless of that crapweasel’s presence.’

				Max and Syd made their way on to the shop’s long porch. On the right side of the veranda stood what looked like an enormous carved figure of a bear up on its haunches, a rocking chair positioned beside it. The entire deck was loaded with all kinds of goods, mostly camping supplies. There were tin buckets and twig brooms, bags of chopped logs and baskets of kindling. An ancient-looking boat was suspended from the rafters, no longer water-worthy, its hide hull faded and threadbare.

				A notice board was fixed to the wall on the left of the entrance, covered with ads for events for locals and tourists. Numerous business cards had been pinned to the cork, showing off apartments and vacation rentals, boat tours, and campsites. Private sales, services rendered, school fund-raisers, barn dances, hiking meets; Max cast his eyes over the ads, looking for anything out of the ordinary but finding nothing. No strange goings-on. No people going missing. No weird eruptions in the mountains with diabolical entities having been sighted, rising from the earth.

				‘Man, oh man,’ he said under his breath with a grin. ‘I can be a norm for a whole week.’

				The pair entered the store. They walked past tables of fishing tackle and rods, live bait and landing nets. Shelves were overflowing with guidebooks and maps. Their schoolmates were already rifling through the various candy bars, soda cans and bags of chips that had lured them in. The two friends passed between racks of canned goods and toiletries as they approached the counter. Max was so busy looking at the store’s contents that he didn’t see one of its customers coming the other way.

				He collided with a toothless old man who carried a bulging brown paper bag in his scrawny arms. His dungarees had seen better days, while his leathery skin appeared to be fashioned entirely from California raisins. An enormous jar of pickles tumbled out of the top of the bag, but Max caught it before it hit the ground. Gingerly, he placed it back on to the old-timer’s stash of provisions.

				‘Sorry, sir,’ said Max, stepping aside as the ancient fellow gave him a nod of appreciation, bushy white eyebrows flexing as he winked. The man’s tobacco-stained grey whiskers twitched as he managed a smile and was on his way. Max was watching the man leave the store when he felt Syd’s elbow jab him in the ribs.

				‘Looks like your vacation’s over.’

				Two twenty-something backpackers stood at the register, but behind them was what could only be described as a wall of weird. Framed newspaper clippings and corny-looking monster masks jockeyed for position, while cuddly stuffed apes hung from plastic danglers in every spare space. A poorly executed painting of a hair-covered figure crossing a stream held pride of place in the centre, its crude brushstrokes set off beautifully by its gaudy gold frame.

				‘Amazing, eh?’ one of the backpackers said to Max in a thick Midwestern accent. He wore a big camera about his neck, and a pan, a pot, and two enamel mugs hung off the bottom of his backpack. ‘Bigfoot country, and we’re right in the heart of it.’

				‘Really?’ said Max. ‘We hadn’t heard.’

				‘Oh ya,’ the guy’s girlfriend chimed in. ‘They say there’s bigfeet in these hills. Right, Frank?’

				‘Bigfeet?’ said her boyfriend.

				‘Ya,’ said the girl. ‘How neat is that?’

				Max smiled, put on his cheesiest grin, and gave her a thumbs-up. ‘Oh ya. Real neat!’

				‘You hoping to see one?’ asked Syd, playing along with the couple’s joke.

				The man leaned in to Max and spoke in a whisper. ‘You know, there’s no such thing, really.’

				‘No?’

				He laughed. ‘Pfft. No way! These little backwater towns survive on this kinda story pulling in out-of-towners like me and Sissy here. Bigfoot? Really? Did ya ever hear anything so preposterous? Betcha the town mayor wears a monkey suit once a year and gets his deputy to take a candid snap of him running across the creek!’

				He mimed taking a rapid series of photos with his camera, his pans and mugs chiming against one another.

				‘Oh, Frank, be quiet, ya big goofball,’ said Sissy, giving him a smack on the arm and blushing. ‘The storekeeper’ll hear ya!’

				‘Where you kids staying?’ asked Frank.

				‘Some lodge on the creek, up in the woods,’ said Max.

				‘Oh, we’re camping up by the river too.’

				‘Hey, did you see the hillbilly?’ said Sissy, excitement building in her voice.

				‘Hard to miss,’ said Max, as politely as he could manage.

				‘He was real quaint. Genuine hermit, lives up in the backwoods, so the storekeeper says. So neat.’

				‘Look, if you’re camping by the river, we may yet see you again,’ said Frank. ‘Be sure to say hi.’

				‘We shall,’ said Syd.

				‘That’d be neat!’ added Sissy. ‘Look out for the bigfeet!’

				‘Neat.’ Max nodded, still smiling, as the two backpackers left the store, clanging and waving as they went. Max turned to Syd. ‘Can you believe we’ve come all this way and there’re monster shenanigans happening on our doorstep?’

				‘You don’t know that. Could just be a stunt like Frank said, to pull in a few bucks for a sleepy little town.’

				Max spied a snow globe on the counter, the rough likeness of a bigfoot soldered into place inside. He gave it a shake and watched the globs of white descend over the plastic figurine.

				‘That’ll be ten dollars, boy,’ said the storekeeper.

				‘I hadn’t decided whether I was buying it,’ said Max.

				‘You touch it, you buy it,’ said the man, pointing to a sign beside the cash register.

				‘Wow, harsh,’ said Max, forking the cash out of his wallet. ‘You could teach Odious Crumb a thing or two.’

				‘What’s that, boy?’ said the storekeeper, snatching the bill from Max.

				‘Pleasure doing business with you, sir,’ said Max, doffing an imaginary cap and turning to leave the store. He shoved the snow globe into his pocket. ‘Still, should make Wing happy. That takes care of my souvenir shopping.’

				Back on the porch Max heard the unmistakable chuckles of Ripley and Shipley from the right side of the veranda. Turning, he saw Boyle doodling on the wooden bear with a Sharpie.

				‘Your friend’s disrespectful. Gonna get him in trouble.’

				Max and Syd turned and found the old-timer in the dungarees standing in the shadows beside the door, whiskers twitching as he worked his jaw. His bag of shopping sat on the porch at his feet, and he spat a blob of chewing tobacco into the ancient brass spittoon next to the veranda rail.

				‘He’s no friend of mine,’ said Max.

				‘You kids staying on the river?’

				Max nodded.

				‘I’m gonna say this once. Turn back.’

				‘Back where?’

				‘Go home, wherever ya came from. The woods ain’t safe.’

				‘You live in the woods, though, don’t you?’

				‘I know the woods. And more important … the woods know me.’

				Max’s face was a mask of confusion.

				‘We’re just here for the week on a school trip,’ said Syd.

				‘There’s been bad things going on in the White Mountains lately. Real bad things.’

				‘What bad things?’ said Max, keen to hear more.

				‘Beware.’

				‘Beware what?’ said Max. ‘Trust me, whatever’s out there, I’m not afraid of it. You’d be surprised at what doesn’t scare me.’

				‘Hmm,’ said the old-timer, spitting another glob of tobacco. ‘You’ll be scared if the Beast of Bone Creek finds ya.’

				Max felt his flesh chill at the old man’s warning. Ordinarily the idea of monstrous encounters or skirmishes with the paranormal got his blood pumping. But there was something about the old hermit’s dark demeanour that told him this beast was seriously bad news.

				‘Is that your grandpa, Helsing?’ asked Boyle from the end of the veranda, spying the conversation between Max, Syd and the hermit.

				Max ignored him, concentrating on the old man. ‘I’ll be careful,’ he said, but for some reason the words rang hollow.

				‘You beware,’ said the backwoodsman, picking up his provisions.

				‘Enjoy your pickles,’ said Max as the hermit hobbled down the steps.

				‘Beware,’ the old-timer added again before setting off down the dusty road toward the edge of town.

				‘Grandpappy Helsing’s really let himself go,’ said Boyle, his friends laughing at his cutting wit.

				Max turned to the bully, and caught a better look at the carved figure. It wasn’t a bear at all. It was a nine-foot wooden bigfoot, chiselled from a tree trunk. Max saw the Sharpie in Boyle’s hand and spied the graffiti. His temper got the better of him, rising like a flash flood. He covered the distance in a heartbeat and snatched for the pen. The eighth grader held on tight, refusing to relinquish his grip on the Sharpie. Then Boyle was tumbling back, over the porch banister and out into the street. He let go of the pen, leaving it in Max’s possession as he landed in the dust.

				Max stared at the carved monster, the giant wooden hominid towering over him. Its arms were raised, fingers ending in chunky claws, its jaws revealing rows of crooked teeth. Its eyes had been painted blood-red, giving it a demonic and distinctly unfriendly appearance. Its long, shaggy torso was held up by squat, powerful legs, supported by enormous, broad feet. It may only have been carved in timber and an artist’s impression, but it still conjured a shiver from Max.

				‘The woods know me,’ he whispered, repeating the hermit’s words.

				Max saw the graffiti up close now: ‘Gallows Hill Posse Was Here.’ He shook his head.

				‘Helsing!’ bellowed Whedon. Max turned, finding the principal in the street, Boyle beside him, pointing at Max.

				‘See,’ said the bully. ‘Look what he did!’

				‘You vandal, Helsing!’ Whedon screeched, black moustache quivering as he spied the graffiti and the pen in Max’s hand.

				‘Ah,’ said Max, clipping the lid back on to the Sharpie. ‘I can explain everything.’

				Not that it would do him a lick of good.
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AKA: selchie, Finwife, mermaid, siren
ORIGIN: Scotland, lreland, Orkney,
Shetland and Faroe Isles

STRENGTHS : Great speed and agility inwater, bewitching song-

WEAKNESS : Prolonged exposure terair, lowrintelligence.

HABITAT: Predominantly the coastalwaters of the Irish.and North Seas,

and east Atlantic Ocean.

The sellkic of romantiolegend spends its time at beaintheform.of a seal, transforming:

Bstora huuman when,on land. Tyfact, this carmisorous beastspends most of its (fe

freding upon fish and seabinds, but once every three decades, by the ight of the full
moon, will seek ot man tofeast wpen. Only the flesh of humans gives the selkic its

Ptmbuuﬂzlvnglffts[mn ~ failure to dine in this manner will grant it a lingering,

painfil death by starvation. BEWARE the Song of the Selkie, for this is its greatest

weapon. —Erik Van Helsing, February27th, 852

PHISICAL gézj
1. Extremely Large Eyes - Adapted for secing in darkggss.
2. Sabreteeth - These curved tweth prevent captured meals from escaping.
3. Song of the Sellic - The selfie's musical song can enchant its victims, this thrall
ffectively convincing prospective meals that the sellie is a beausiful object of
attraction rather than a
bideous aquatic Giller.
7 - Esme Van Helsing,
November ist; 1864

“The memad of the Mystie River’
Reports local to Boston, Massachusetts,
of a ful selkie having followed frish
Fm«ly:‘gfm the aﬂ,,mwl Two sets of
abductions, thity years apart, = qgm
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Investigted.
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