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Friendly Monsters


Dryad

Children of the forest. Dryads can be shy around strangers, more accustomed to the whisper of the wind than loud conversation.

Gnoll

Tall, lanky creatures with wiry frames and powerful limbs. Reminiscent of hyenas. Despite their fearsome appearance, most gnolls are more curious than confrontational.

Goblin

Sprightly monsters no taller than the average human child. Friendly by nature, goblins are enthusiastic about helping others, and they’ve developed a reputation for being crafty fixers and inventive crafters.

Nightrunner

Half-human, half-vampire hybrids. Unlike vampires, nightrunners radiate a calm, reassuring aura that puts others at ease. They definitely don’t drink blood.

Reptilian

Tall, bipedal lizardfolk with sleek, scaled bodies that shimmer in various hues of green, red, bronze, and blue. Despite being cold-blooded, reptilians are known for their warm personalities—after you get to know them.

Crake

Crakes have broad, strong hands with short, blunt claws—perfect for digging, gathering herbs, or tending to gardens. Though they may seem aloof, crakes are deeply compassionate and will go to great lengths to help friends and protect their homes.

Xylatar

Elegant, four-legged mammals. While their primary pattern resembles a zebra’s black-and-white stripes, some Xylatar exhibit faint hints of deep indigo or silver. Xylatar are reclusive by nature and rarely seen in populated areas.

Griffin

Powerful and awe-inspiring creatures creatures known as guardians of ancient places and hidden treasures.


Not-So-Friendly Monsters


Beli’ezel

Monstrous, ape-like creatures with thick, muscular bodies and matted fur. Known for their horrifying habit of collecting the bones of their victims and sewing them into “bone quilts,” which they use to mark the borders of their territory.

Death Hawk

Enormous predatory birds that were most likely the result of accidental experimentation. Death Hawks maintain a special hatred for humans, often attacking travelers and lone wanderers without warning or provocation.

Death Opossum

Nearly identical to death hawks. But opossums.

Harpsayer

Imposing, antlered creatures known equally for their high intelligence and cruelty.

Siren

Eerie, alluring monsters with a beauty that masks their predatory nature. While they’re typically found along rocky coasts, sirens have been known to venture up rivers or into quiet lagoons, where they wait for unsuspecting souls to cross their path.

Reaver Centipedes

At eight feet long, these insect-like creatures stretch about seven feet, eleven inches longer than anything with this many appendages has any business being. They have enough needle-like teeth to put your dentist’s kids through college.

Vampire

The embodiment of dark elegance and ancient malevolence. Masters of illusion and manipulation. To encounter a vampire is to step into a trap from which there is no escape.


One



“Good evening and welcome to KMPR, where we bring you the latest news and stories from across the Civilized Lands. I’m Sylvie Dawnstar. Today’s headline: Tensions rise in Kos Minoo as gnolls continue their strike for a fourth consecutive day over new legislation that could revoke their citizenship.”

The news echoing out from my radio was only part of the reason I was in a sour mood as I scraped away a section of cracked waterproofing that kept my bathtub’s tarnished claws anchored to the linoleum.

“But first, a major diplomatic summit between human politicians and dryad matriarchs that was supposed to take place in the city of Cotlin this week has been cancelled due to concerns over public safety. Our correspondent in Cotlin, Marik Orwyn, has the latest.”

When Priscilla—now my ex-girlfriend, I reminded myself—and I first toured this house at 13 Spider Lane, we’d been captivated by its eerie charm. At some point, the neighborhood had been home to monsters: gnolls, dryads, and goblins. They’d lived peacefully amongst humanity—tolerated, if not welcomed. This was because of the other types of monsters, the vampires and beli’ezels, sirens and harpsayers, that seemed to want nothing less than humanity’s complete and utter destruction. Thoughtful people knew the difference, but it was easier to generalize. To most, monsters were monsters, and gnolls were as likely to peel the skin from your bones as beli’ezels, who actually did that. After the Monster Riots over a decade earlier, many of the homes in our neighborhood had been abandoned—ours included.

Not our house, I thought. Mine.

My father had passed away recently, and I’d used some of the money he’d left me to pay Priscilla for her half. Once she’d seen how much work the home needed, she’d been more than happy to sell.

“Sylvie, the tension here in Cotlin is palpable,” the radio continued. “Over the last decade, the dryads have expressed growing frustration regarding encroachments into their sacred groves, particularly as human developments have expanded west. Humans and dryad representatives were supposed to meet today to discuss a lasting peace agreement, but their caravans were met by armed humans opposing the presence of any monsters east of the Barricade. Earlier today I spoke with Satori, leader of the Butterfly Grove outside Kos Minoo, who voiced deep concerns over the continued destruction of the dryad groves.”

The wooden banister that ran along the stairs in the house at 13 Spider Lane was original. The house had two massive fireplaces, and although neither of them worked, that would be an easy fix.

Sure, the kitchen was also filled with spiderwebs, as well as a sink that wouldn’t stop dripping even after I completely turned off the water to the house. In addition, one corner of the basement had been filled with dirt, as if from a freshly dug grave—which gave credence to the rumor about vampires. Personally, I was worried the previous owners might come looking for their old beds, though both the realtor and Priscilla had insisted enough time had passed that it wouldn’t be a problem—and how could we argue with the price?

“Max, this house has tremendous upside potential,” Priscilla had declared. “Look at the bones!”

Priscilla had insisted the renovation project would bring us closer together. Although I was the only one of us with renovation experience, I’d gone along with her plan because I’d wanted to make her happy. 

And then… she’d dumped me for the realtor.

A new voice came onto the radio—a dryad, presumably. “We’ve always respected the boundaries agreed upon in the ancient pact. But humans cut down our trees, drain our rivers, and tear apart the land. We cannot stand by while our homes turn into condominiums.”

Sighing, I clicked the radio off before the bad news could put me in a worse mood. “You need a break,” I grumbled to myself. I stopped poking at the tub and took a breather so I could work out the kinks in my back, walk into the kitchen, and drink a cup of black coffee, which I poured from a thermos on the counter.

As I sipped on it, I found myself looking at the framed poster that lay on the counter. A month before, on the day I’d bought out Priscilla’s share of the house, I’d discovered the poster in the house’s strange basement and brought it into the kitchen to cheer myself up. It featured Constantine Victory, one of the world’s most famous monster hunters, holding his famous sword high in the air. Constantine led the Golden Defenders, a professional monster-hunting group with franchises all across the continent.

At one point, when I was a kid, I’d dreamt of growing up to become like Constantine.

“Now I’m thirty, single, and don’t have anything to show for my life other than this collapsing old house,” I said to the poster. “Are you proud of me yet, Constantine?”

Of course, the poster didn’t respond. I couldn’t bear to face Constantine’s watchful gaze, which was only a reminder of how far I’d fallen from the person I’d once hoped to be, and turned the poster over.

According to my phone, it was 8:36 PM—pretty late for most people to drink anything other than decaf, though caffeine had never bothered me. I imagine it already made up too much of my bloodstream to have much of an effect.

When I finished my coffee, I went back into the bathroom. Time to get sweaty, I thought. I shrugged out of my flannel, pulled off my shirt, and hiked up my paint-spattered jeans. For a brief moment, I caught my own reflection in the mirror. I lifted a hand to my right pectoral, where I had an image of my old cat permanently etched into my skin as a tattoo. Stir Fry had been my companion until recently, when he’d snuck out of an open window and disappeared into the woods. I hadn’t seen him since.

“No moping, Max,” I said to myself. “Time to get to work.”

I turned from the mirror. With a swift kick from my steel-toed work boots, the tub finally gave way. For the first time all evening, the tub moved. I couldn’t stop my lips from spreading into a triumphant smile.

“You’re coming with me, buddy,” I said to the tub as I wrapped my arms around its rim. It screeched when I dragged it toward the doorway, the claws leaving divots in the puke-colored floor, but to be honest, I didn’t care. That was something else I planned to replace. 

A few seconds later, I realized the tub wasn’t going to fit through the door. I groaned.

Well, I was prepared to sweat, I thought.

I grabbed the sledgehammer that leaned against the wall by the door and swung it at the tub with all my might. The metal head smashed into the porcelain with a thunk, sending vibrations running along my arms and cracking off a chunk of the tub small enough for me to carry through the door. I swung again and knocked off another piece. And another.

I kept going until the tub was reduced to pieces I could drag out to the dumpster waiting in the moonlit backyard. Then I attacked the ridiculous platform on which they’d sat. Bam! Bam! Bam! My sledgehammer reduced the wood to splinters.

Then I noticed something odd: there wasn’t a floor beneath the platform, just a hole that descended into the ground.

Slowly, I set my sledgehammer against the wall and peered into the hole. By the overhead light, I saw the rungs of a ladder embedded into the wall. But the light didn’t reach the bottom, so after the first few rungs was only darkness.

Hmm, I thought. That’s odd. I had a flashlight in my toolbox that I grabbed and clicked on, sweeping the concentrated beam down into the hole. The ladder descended for about fifteen feet before ending at a dusty stone floor.

Do I dare? I thought, but I was already shifting my grip on the flashlight so I could grab the cold rungs more easily. Because let’s be real, what did I have to lose? Maybe I discovered vampires beneath my house, or the hideout of some mad scientist, or something worse, like the home of a beli’ezel.

What did it matter? Life already sucked. Besides, I was curious.

I reached the bottom of the ladder, stepping onto the stone floor and turning my flashlight to reveal a yawning, rough-hewn tunnel carved into the rock. It continued for maybe twenty feet, which must’ve put it somewhere under the backyard. Certainly nowhere I would’ve discovered on my own, had I not found the secret access point under the bathtub.

But why would someone build a secret tunnel under my backyard? I thought.

There was only one way to find out.

Water seeped through the tunnel walls, giving it a dank, earthy smell. At the far end, against the wall, I spotted a set of shelves. They contained at least a hundred identical packages, each about the size of a book. As I walked toward them, I saw there was something else as well: a picture frame. Perhaps at one point it’d stood upright, but now it’d fallen over, the back piece that held it up a victim of the same damp rot that permeated the rest of the tunnel.

The contents, however, hadn’t been touched.

I blew dust from the glass and let my flashlight beam play over the frame. Within it was a single white napkin with a red lipstick kiss and letters that spelled the words, “Do something good. xo.”

I lifted one of the packages. Like the others, it was made from a waxy maroon plastic and zipped tightly shut. It was surprisingly light. My heartbeat quickened as I grasped the zipper and tugged it open. My imagination went wild. What would I find? Body parts? The spores of some long-dormant virus, now released to the world?

Reality wasn’t as morbid as my imagination. The flash of paper caught my eye and I found myself looking at several stacks of $100 bills. Fingers trembling, I pulled them out and counted $10,000. Then I dropped the package and grabbed a second.

There was $10,000 in that one, too. And the next. And the one after that.

I stumbled backward and pressed my back against the wall of the tunnel, oblivious to the wetness that had seeped through my shirt. I could hardly breathe.

For some reason, beneath a secret passage in my bathroom, someone had buried one million dollars.


Two



Iwent for a drive to clear my head. That’s something I’ve always enjoyed doing. I have a black 1964 Amberlin Stallion I’d restored myself over a period of two years, right down to the original paint. I call it the Scourge of the Black Death—a weird name that had stuck after a particularly difficult day working on the transmission. I knew all the vehicle’s quirks and faults and I loved it in spite of them, which I suppose is the purest form of love.

With the windows down and the hum of the engine in my ears, I piloted the Scourge through the twists and turns of the neighborhood, kicking up dry leaves in my wake. At this time of night, the roads were mine alone; I tore down Sycamore, up Pine Street, leaned into the curve on Cherry Way, and navigated down to Little Gulch Road. Only then did I allow myself to think.

Why had someone buried a million dollars in a secret passage under my bathtub? And why hadn’t they come back to claim it? How long ago had it happened? Could the story about vampires be true? Or perhaps the old owner had simply passed away?

That was likely, I told myself. At least, that was what I wanted to believe. One day, the old owner had left on some trip and expired unexpectedly. They had never come home to pay their bills, so the bank had repossessed the house. Then I’d purchased it, and that was that.

“That has to be what happened,” I said aloud. It was a dark thought, though much more pleasant than anything having to do with vampires.

I emerged from the trees in a hail of crackling leaves and pine needles and found myself at the intersection that led to the highway. If I traveled north, I’d hit the city of Kos Minoo; through the gap in the forest made by the paved stretch of highway, I could see its distant lights.

The drive to the city is nice, and it’ll give me time to think, I thought as I navigated the Scourge toward the on-ramp.

However, just before I made the turn that would take me to the highway, I saw a billboard that loomed over the ramp like a thundercloud. It was fourteen feet high and forty-eight wide, nearly all 672 square feet of it taken up by the wide, perfect smile of a man I’d hoped to never see again: Brandon Grigsby. My former realtor and Priscilla’s current boyfriend. From here, he looked pleasant and friendly, which I supposed was the point of the ad.

“Sell with Brandon,” the ad said, with a phone number in the bottom-right corner for Grigsby Family Enterprises. You’d think that after finding a million dollars, nothing could slow you down, but seeing the forty-eight-foot-wide smile of the man who stole your girlfriend on a billboard not ten minutes from the dilapidated house you’re trying to renovate will take the wind right out of your sails.

I almost continued toward the city. And if I’d done that, I suppose I wouldn’t be telling this story. Isn’t it funny how so much of our lives hinge on tiny decisions?

The city is Grigsby territory, I thought. I didn’t want to be anywhere near it. In that moment, instead of cutting the wheel and getting on the highway, I doubled down on the accelerator, pressing the pedal until it connected with the floor, and continued down the road that ran into the woods on the other side of the intersection. The highway lights fell away. Soon, all I could see were the trees along the road and the blacktop glowing in my headlights.

This part of the neighborhood was called the Quarry. It had been a quarry once, though more recently it had become home to the Carnival of the Sun. But the carnival’s heyday was as far gone as the house on Spider Lane. From my back porch, I could see the top of the Tummy Tickler, the roller coaster that still made my stomach drop every time I thought about it. Like the rest of the neighborhood, the park had fallen on hard times, and I doubted the Tummy Tickler had run even once in the last decade.

As I drove, I felt myself calming. Brandon Grigsby and his perfect smile slipped from my mind, as did thoughts of Priscilla and my own naïveté. My anxiety about fixing up the old Victorian at 13 Spider Lane left me. This was the point of a driving meditation: to drive and drive until all thoughts fell away, leaving only the pure appreciation of the present moment.

That was how I found myself driving along the cracked and pitted asphalt of the Carnival of the Sun’s parking lot. I hadn’t been there in at least a decade. Surprisingly, the lights in the ticket booth were on. At this time of night, it was a welcome sight—though also strange, as I hadn’t known the place still had electricity. Stranger still was the man who stood in front of the gates.

As I pulled closer, I saw he was perhaps seventy, with white hair neatly tucked under a felt cap. He wore a gray peacoat and had a bit of hay stuck out from between his teeth. The man stood before a two-foot-tall replica of the carnival’s mascot, a cheerful-looking boy of thirteen or fourteen holding a miniature sun above his head.

The old-timer was hammering something into the ground but stopped when he noticed me. My heart jumped into my throat when I realized he was staking down a “For Sale” sign.

The man waved cheerfully as I pulled my car to a stop and rolled down the window.

“Hiya, partner!” the man said. He reminded me of my father. It wasn’t the way he looked, but the tone of voice and those words: “Hiya, partner!” My father had always greeted me that way. The man glanced at his wrist, as if looking at a watch. “You’re eight seconds early.”

“What?” I asked, confused at the man’s response. There was no way he could predict the future.

The man grinned at me. “I’m kidding. You are early, though. The property hasn’t hit the market yet. They’re letting it go for cheap, which I call a stroke of good fortune… if you know how to fix things. And you’ve got exactly a million dollars laying around.”

My breath caught. The coincidence was uncanny, though I wasn’t in the market to purchase a defunct carnival, even if I had once made some of my best memories there. “Uh, I’m not here to buy. I⁠—”

“Came to make trouble? Heard the old ghost stories and want to see if they’re real?”

When I caught sight of the old man’s twinkling eyes, I knew he was joking. Still, I felt it necessary to make my intentions clear. “I found myself in the neighborhood and wanted to… relive a few memories.”

To be honest, I didn’t know how I’d ended up in the parking lot of the Carnival of the Sun, though the old man seemed to buy my explanation. He moved the hay to the corner of his mouth and nodded. “This place is full of memories. It needs a bit of work, though nothing a good handyman couldn’t fix. I suppose that’s the way of the neighborhood, with everyone moving to the city. We’ve lost a way of life.” He shrugged. “Don’t let me stop you.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant. “Stop me from doing… what?”

He motioned to the gate, which stood open. “You said you wanted to relive a few memories. You don’t look like the type to steal the copper for scrap, so go on in.”

I threw the car into park, though I didn’t turn off the engine yet. “Are you serious?”

“Why not? One last spin at the Carnival of the Sun.” He reached out and slapped the mascot behind him. The little boy spun on a rotating platform, twirling the sun he held over his head. “Might be your last shot. Talk is, Grigsby Family Enterprises wants to buy the land. Part of their ‘Grigsby Plan.’ They want to build a high-speed train from here to Renderwood, but the Evergreen is protected land, so this is the only path it can take. Have you heard of the Grigsby family? They’re big real estate developers in⁠—”

“I know who they are,” I said quickly, though I hadn’t heard of the Grigsby Plan.

Why does that family seem to follow me everywhere? I wondered. If Brandon’s family was thinking about buying the old carnival, I wanted to see it before they demolished it.

The old man winked and motioned to the open gate again. “What do you say?”

He was serious. “I say… this is a great opportunity.” I looked down, digging into the center console for a flashlight I always kept there, then realized it wasn’t necessary. There was a flash of light, and when I looked up, every light in the carnival was on. Not only the ones on the gates, but the ones atop the Ferris wheel and the Tummy Tickler, as well as the ones in the arcade and the carousel.

“Would you look at that?” I said aloud. I turned to thank the man who reminded me of my father, but he was gone.


Three



Maybe I should’ve been freaked out. What were the chances I’d meet a man who told me the park was for sale on the exact same night I found the exact amount of money hidden underground?

But I had fond memories of the Carnival of the Sun, as did anyone who grew up within a hundred miles of its gates. As a kid, it was the summer spot; as a teen, it was perfect for dates.

What would be the harm in looking around? I thought.

When the park had closed during my senior year, it was all anyone had been able to talk about. After a while, everyone had moved on to college admissions, Mrs. Ralston’s Friday math quizzes, and debating if the cafeteria’s infamous meatloaf was made of horse. Honestly, I hadn’t thought much about the park since then.

But you never truly forget a special place. The sights, sounds, and especially the smells stay with you; one good memory can bring the rest rushing back.

As I walked through the carnival’s gates, I saw that time had definitely taken its toll on the buildings and rides, though it wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. The colors were muted, and many of the lights flickered or were out entirely, but someone had cared enough to maintain the buildings and keep the paths free of debris.

From my summer visits over a decade ago, I knew the Carnival of the Sun was laid out in quadrants, all built around a man-made lake with a platform at its center. The platform wasn’t accessible to guests, but on special nights the carnival staff had taken boats out there to launch fireworks. It also held the statue that gave the carnival its name: a larger version of the little mascot out front. The man towered over everything but the Tummy Tickler, holding a giant stone sun above his head. In high school, there was a rumor that Tommy Leon and Sarah Maundy had snuck in one night, swam to the platform, and gotten caught kissing beneath the statue. But this was the same Tommy Leon who’d claimed his father was kidnapped by dryads when we all knew he’d run away with his secretary to Stonemore. So who knows if any of his stories were true.

The first quadrant, near the entrance, was Main Street, built to resemble a historic street in Dunbar. The buildings had candy-colored exteriors, painted shutters, and bright window boxes bursting with flowers. Ivy crept up the buildings, and the topiary was cleverly shaped into cubes, tiered plates, and spirals. Between iron lampposts sat cheerful stone fountains, and off the main thoroughfare was a bandstand. There were toy stores, food stalls, and a dozen different games: Ring Toss, Water Gun Race, and Knock a Block, among others. When the carnival had been in full swing, Main Street felt alive with shouts from the hawkers:

“Step right up, step right up, win yourself a prize!”

“You, sir! You look strong. What do you say, want to swing this hammer?”

“Funnel cakes! Fresh and hot, you know you want one! Funnel cakes, peanuts, and popcorn!”

Time had dulled the paint on the buildings. The window boxes and fountains were empty, but the lamp posts still burned with flame, and I could practically smell the funnel cakes.

Slowly, I approached the carousel. In my imagination, it turned like a dancer in the evening chill, the horses and mermaids bobbing up and down to an old-time tune. I didn’t know if my access meant I could get on the rides, but given their age and condition, I thought it best to keep my feet on the ground. The carousel looked safe enough, but I could imagine the headline: “Local man-turned-millionaire killed by runaway unicorn.”

And who knew what diseases lurked in century-old wood? I wondered.

So I chose to admire the ride from afar.

The carousel had never been my favorite, though my parents had loved it. They’d always tried to make me go on the ride and I’d always pretended I hated it, that it was for babies. In truth, I loved the carousel because I loved my parents.

Before me, a unicorn pulled a gilded chariot. In that moment, I could see my parents as they’d looked so many years earlier—not much older than me, now that I thought about it—deeply in love and ready to face the world’s challenges. Dad sat straight, his smile brightening the world, and Mom leaned against his shoulder, her soft eyes filled with love for both her life and her family.

I stood there for a while, thinking about my parents, before eventually continuing down Main Street. I walked past the entrances to the Ferris wheel and the arcade and worked my way around the lake in a counter-clockwise fashion. Everyone knew that was the way you went—only tourists moved clockwise. With growing excitement, I reached Kiddie Land, where I’d spent the formative visits of my childhood. This quadrant had a steam-powered train that ran all the way around the park.

My favorite ride in this quadrant was also the simplest: a big slide called the Magic Carpet. Near the slide’s entrance was a basket filled with burlap sacks. You’d climb the stairs, and at the top an attendant would help lay the sack on the ground. You’d sit on the sack and whoosh! You were off, down into the darkness.

I remembered the thrill of tearing through that claustrophobic dark, thinking the end of the ride must be around every corner, and squealing with delight and a little bit of fear when I realized it kept going.

I also remembered the Magic Carpet because it’d been the place where I’d formed one of my strongest childhood memories. One summer day, while I was waiting in line, the boy in front of me had turned around and started talking to me. The boy wore dark sunglasses and a sweatshirt, odd for summer. The sweatshirt had a logo for the Kos Minoo School of Design, which I hadn’t known about at the time. But I liked the mascot, a cheerful little bee in front of a hive.

I asked why he wore a sweatshirt in the dead of summer. He said his skin was extremely sensitive to the sun and he’d burn if exposed.

I asked, “But aren’t you burning up anyway?”

And he said, “It would be a very different type of burn. I’d be toast.”

The way he said “toast” was funny and we both broke into giggles. By the time we’d reached the top, we’d decided to become best friends. I vividly remember how, after ten more rides—when our parents had finally insisted we part ways—I’d yelled to him: “I’ll see you in ten years, best friend!”

And he’d said, “I’ll see you in twenty years, best friend!”

I’d said, “I’ll see you in fifty years, best friend!”

And he’d said, “I don’t think I’ll ever see you again, best friend!”

Although I was young, I’d known that final line was probably true, but I told him, “See you when we’re older, best friend!” Somehow, I felt life would bring us back together. So far, the boy had been right, but at my lowest moments I still had daydreams about walking down the street or into a coffee shop and recognizing a man with a Kos Minoo School of Design sweatshirt.

I continued my tour. After Kiddie Land—directly across the lake from Main Street—was Thrill City. This quadrant was for those wanting to throw up every bit of cotton candy they’d eaten. It was home to the swinging ship, the haunted house, and the bumper cars. For a few short years, there’d been something called the Spider’s Web, a barrel-shaped ride that spun repeatedly until riders stuck to the walls. Then the floor would drop. But at some point a woman’s earrings had gotten caught on the wall and torn out, or so the rumor went, so that was the end of that.

The whole quadrant appeared to resemble Kos Minoo, though it was likely coincidental. More than likely, the original builders had intended it to look futuristic, and when the future finally had come, it’d proven they’d done a good job guessing. I walked its modern streets, reliving memories of the rides, before heading to the final quadrant.

The final quadrant was Adventure World. It was filled with palm trees, fake volcanoes, and the Tummy Tickler. One of the first roller coasters ever built, it was eighty-seven feet high and hit fifty-five miles per hour. The summer between seventh and eighth grade, I rode the Tickler seventeen times in a row. I went to school the next week proud of my accomplishment—it was the most exciting thing I’d done that summer. Supposedly, Tommy Leon rode it twenty-three times in one visit… but as I said earlier, Tommy Leon wasn’t someone to be trusted.

In addition to the Tummy Tickler, Adventure World held two other draws. The first was the animal show, which took place in a strange, exotic-looking building called the Terrestrial Pagoda and was run by the famous animal trainer known as Uncle Barry. The show had real elephants doing waltzes and walking across tightropes.

The second was far stranger. At the very back of the quadrant was a high wooden fence that separated the carnival from the Evergreen, and built squarely into the center of the fence was a window made of thick glass. This was the dryad-viewing area. Visitors sat on benches, peering through the glass in hopes of seeing a dryad, who would bring their various works of art up to the fence. I’d never seen one myself, though my friend Matt supposedly had. A glance at the dryad’s painting had made him want to become a high-school art teacher. The story sounded farfetched, though Matt was more trustworthy than Tommy Leon. Last I’d heard, he was teaching art in Kathlikan.

When the carnival was first built, sightings of the dryads were common. They were as curious about humans as humans were about them. But as tensions increased, their visits had become less frequent. By the time the park had closed, there hadn’t been a sighting in two years.

It felt strange to be back in the park, odd to see it empty when it’d once been so full. There’s an old saying that no one ever steps into the same river twice, because it’s not the same river and they’re not the same person. Here, that felt especially true. As a child, the carnival had glowed. Now, everything felt more fake, less magical. The plastic animals that had once delighted me now looked sad and haunted.

I ended my tour back at the carousel. The air was cold, the night quiet, but on the chill breeze I caught the scent of popcorn, funnel cake, cotton candy, and sawdust, and heard the joyous chatter of families and the shouts of children.

In that moment, my mind replicated the voice of the old man who’d spoken to me at the gate: “They’re letting it go for cheap, which I call a stroke of good fortune… if you know how to fix things. And you’ve got exactly a million dollars laying around.”

I felt glee. Exuberance. All the things that had been missing from my life recently.

“Might be your last shot,” the old man had said. “Talk is, Grigsby Family Enterprises wants to buy the land. They usually find a way to get what they want.”

I breathed in deeply. For the first time in months, I felt at peace. By the time I walked through the gates, I knew what I was going to do with my newfound riches. Because what was sweeter than revenge?

I was going to buy the Carnival of the Sun.


Four



When I called the number on the “For Sale” sign first thing the next morning, I discovered the Carnival of the Sun was owned by Bain and Harding, the same bank from which I’d purchased my house at 13 Spider Lane.

“You know what, I couldn’t find it at first because it just hit the market,” said the hospitable goblin representative on the other end of the line. He’d introduced himself as Caz Sickles, and I thanked my lucky stars his name was easy to pronounce. Half the goblins I’d met had difficult names; my all-time favorite was Evruikzunk Trurilb, who I’d gone to school with for one year in the third grade before his family had moved to Esthion. “And there are some special contingencies around the sale of this property. But I see it now, just needed to adjust the filters. Let me dig a little deeper into these contingencies…” I heard the clacking of keys. “Interesting! So, the first one is, the buyer has to pay in cash. You… wouldn’t happen to have a million dollars in cash laying around, would you?”

I nearly dropped the phone. The old man at the carnival had already told me the asking price, but it was still shocking to have it confirmed. What were the chances that Bain and Harding was selling the carnival for the exact amount of money I’d found in the secret passage beneath my bathtub?

A hundred percent, apparently, I thought.

“A… a million dollars in cash?” I stammered, gripping the phone like it might float away if I let go. “A million dollars exactly?”

“Yes, sir,” Caz said cheerfully, oblivious to my thoughts. “One million even, and that’s a bargain, if you ask me. The second contingency is that the property can’t be sold to Grigsby Family Enterprises. Oh! This is what Gorkulb was talking about in the break room. For whatever reason, the Grigsbys want this property badly. But those are the conditions of the sale, plain as day. You’re not a Grigsby, are you?”

“No,” I said quickly. This is so strange. My heart was pounding. “And… no one else has made an offer yet?”

“Not a single nibble,” Caz replied. “Like I said, it just hit the market. And carnivals aren’t exactly hot properties these days. But it’s a real gem for the right buyer. Even if you wanted to buy the property and then turn around and sell it to the Grigsbys, I’m sure you could make a handsome profit. To best honest, I’m surprised they haven’t tried to get someone to do that for them already, but they’re probably too steamed about the contingency to think straight. This is your chance! If you don’t already have an account with us, I could help you set one up. Quick and painless.”

Quick and painless, I thought. Of course.

I swallowed hard. “Hypothetically,” I said, “if someone did have the money, what would the next step be?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Caz said brightly. “Just come down to the Bain and Harding main branch in Kos Minoo with the cash, and we’ll draw up the paperwork. We can close immediately. We like to keep things simple around here.”

Simple, I thought, my head spinning. Sure. Because walking into a bank with a million dollars in cash is such a normal, straightforward thing to do.

“Okay,” I said, my voice barely audible. “Let me… think about it.”

“Of course, take your time!” Caz replied, as chipper as ever. “But not too much! As I said, I’m sure Grigsby Family Enterprises will be making their move soon.”

“Got it,” I said, and hung up before I could say anything else.

I sat there for a long moment, staring at the phone in my hand. Am I really considering this? I wondered. The idea was ridiculous. Spending all that money on a run-down carnival? But the longer I thought about it, the more I felt the tug of something I couldn’t quite explain.

The Carnival of the Sun had been magic to me once, I thought. Could it be again?

Ten minutes later, I found myself driving to Bain and Harding’s Kos Minoo branch office with my million dollars in a duffel bag on the passenger seat.

Drive quickly, I told myself as I pressed down on the accelerator of the Scourge. If you slow down, you might change your mind.

But maybe you should change your mind, I thought. I glanced at the duffel bag on the passenger seat, filled with a million dollars. It was money I hadn’t earned, money I’d only stumbled on because of an ugly old bathtub and dumb luck.

You could do a lot with that money, I told myself, my knuckles tight on the wheel. You could pay off the house. Invest it. You could leave town altogether and start over somewhere new. Esthion seems nice. Or Peachtree.

Still, I continued speeding down the road in the Scourge, heading straight for the biggest, most impractical purchase of my life.

Why was I doing this? Part of me wanted to blame Caz. The goblin’s chipper voice had made it all sound so easy, like buying a defunct carnival with a cash-filled duffel bag was as normal as buying a cup of coffee.

But if I was being honest with myself, Caz wasn’t really why I wanted to buy the carnival. I dug deeper. The truth was, I wanted this. I needed this. When I was a kid, the Carnival of the Sun had been my happy place. It was magic. Not just the rides or the games or the lights, but the feeling it gave me—the thrill of stepping into a world where anything was possible. Back then, life had been simpler. Mom and Dad were still alive, and my happiest memories were of driving to the carnival, the ride feeling like the longest adventure of my life. By the time we’d pull into the lot, my stomach would be doing flips, not from the rides but from sheer excitement.

And now? Now, I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d felt like that. Life had become a grind of bills and repairs.

The carnival felt like a chance to change that, to bring a little magic back into my life.

Still, it wasn’t just nostalgia pulling me forward. It was the money itself. I didn’t know who’d hidden it under my house, but the fact that I’d found it when I did, and in the exact amount I needed to buy the carnival… it felt like fate. Keeping it stashed away felt wrong, like I was hoarding something that was supposed to be used.

“Or maybe you’re just crazy,” I muttered to myself, watching the trees beside the highway blur past the windows.

The marble façade of the Bain and Harding main branch office fit in perfectly with the ritzy expanse of Kos Minoo’s main street. Fluted columns framed the bank’s double doors, each etched with intricate goblin runes that caught the sunlight, glinting like gold.

I parked the Scourge across the street, taking a moment to steady myself. Walking into Bain and Harding with a million dollars in cash felt about as surreal as finding it under my bathtub in the first place. I adjusted the strap of the duffel bag slung over my shoulder and tried not to think about how out of place I looked in my jeans and flannel shirt.

The heavy glass doors swung open as I approached, seemingly on their own, though I caught a glimpse of a bowing goblin attendant just inside. Inside, the air was cool, with the faint smell of paper and ink. The lobby was as grand as the exterior, with a soaring domed ceiling painted to resemble the night sky, complete with twinkling stars. A crystal chandelier hung in the center, refracting light onto the polished black-and-white checkerboard floor. Goblins in tailored suits bustled behind mahogany counters, their sharp features and sharper smiles giving off an air of effortless efficiency.

I felt their eyes flick toward me as I stepped inside, the duffel bag slapping lightly against my side. It wasn’t a hostile gaze, exactly, though I imagined I didn’t look like their typical clientele.

“Mr. Max Plank?”

I turned to see a goblin standing near a desk labeled Private Transactions. He was shorter than most of his peers, with eyes that practically sparkled with enthusiasm. His tailored suit was charcoal gray, and I imagined it had probably cost more than my entire wardrobe.

“That’s me,” I said, my voice steady despite the nerves curling in my gut. “How did you know my name?”

“It’s my job to know all of the bank’s customers,” he said. “Past, present, or future. Caz Sickles. We spoke on the phone.” He extended a hand. His grip was firm, and his smile wide enough to show off a row of pointed teeth. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. And may I say, it’s not every day we have a client interested in such an… unusual investment. Unusual, but inspired! If I may be so bold. I’d buy the thing myself if I had a million in cash.” Caz chuckled, gesturing toward a polished oak door at the back of the room. “Well, shall we? I’ve prepared the paperwork, and once we’ve verified the funds, we can finalize the sale.”

I froze. If I wanted to stop, this was my chance.

I didn’t know what decision I’d make until I opened my mouth and heard the words come out: “Lead the way,” I said.

The private room was small but elegant, with a heavy desk dominating the space and two leather chairs facing each other. Caz motioned for me to sit as he pulled a stack of papers from a slim briefcase.

“Now,” he said, flipping through the pages, “as we discussed, this will be a private cash sale, which simplifies things considerably. No financing, no contingencies. Just sign here, here, and here…”

I nodded, taking a deep breath before signing my name in the designated spots. As I pushed the papers back toward him, Caz clapped his hands together, his excitement palpable.

“Excellent! Now, if you’ll allow me…” He gestured toward the duffel bag.

I unzipped it carefully, revealing the neat stacks of cash inside. Caz’s eyes glittered as he reached into the bag, pulling out a single bundle and flipping through it with practiced fingers.

“Impressive,” he said, his tone almost reverent. “You don’t see this much physical currency very often these days. Let me have our counting machine confirm the total, and we’ll be all set.”

As he disappeared through another door with the bag, I leaned back in my chair, the reality of what I was doing settling over me.

I’m about to own a carnival, I thought dimly. The Carnival of the Sun.

Caz returned a few minutes later, still beaming, and handed me both the deed and a set of jingling keys. “Everything checks out perfectly,” he said. “Congratulations, Mr. Plank! The Carnival of the Sun is officially yours.”

It felt surreal to walk out of Bain and Harding as the owner of a carnival I hadn’t known was for sale until the day before. As I pulled my flannel tighter around my shoulders, I felt giddy, like I was in a dream.

Maybe I was.

The sun hit me like a spotlight as I stepped outside, the deed and the keys to the Carnival of the Sun weighing down my pocket. For a moment, I just stood there on the steps, blinking into the bright light, contemplating the enormity of what I’d just done.

Across the way, someone had spray-painted the side of the restaurant. It wasn’t a dime-a-dozen tag but the work of a talented artist—and a monster, apparently. The work featured a bat, some ten feet high, with huge brown ears, a flat snout, and fangs that dripped with crimson blood. Above it, in dripping paint, the artist had written, “WE RUN THIS CITY.” The work was signed by Ra4elo.

I pulled the deed from my pocket to make sure it was real. It was.

I just bought a carnival, I thought. An entire carnival.

The euphoria I’d felt while signing the papers evaporated, replaced by a sinking sensation in my gut. My heart pounded against my ribs.

It’s mine, I thought. I… what have I done?

Reality crashed down. It was as if a spell had been cast on me and finally worn off.

“What have I done?” I whispered, aloud this time. I’d experienced buyer’s remorse before, but never so quickly. I’d had a million dollars and spent it on a defunct carnival that hadn’t been operational for years. And it hadn’t been my money to spend!

“I’ve made a terrible mistake,” I said aloud. Tears stung my eyes.

I turned to glance back at the front doors of Bain and Harding. For half a second, I considered marching back inside and demanding a refund. But what was I going to say? “Sorry, I changed my mind. I’d like my million dollars back, please.” That wasn’t how this worked. Buying a carnival wasn’t like returning a shirt that didn’t fit.

I sank down onto the steps, setting the deed beside me. The keys jingled faintly as I pulled them from my pocket, turning them over in my hand. They felt so ordinary, so mundane.

“You just threw away a million dollars,” I whispered. “A million dollars that wasn’t even yours.”

My stomach churned, and I ran a hand over my face. I was an idiot. A sentimental idiot who thought he could fix the past by pouring money into an old, broken dream.

I can’t do this, I thought.

And then, like a bolt of lightning, it hit me.

According to both the old man and Caz, Grigsby Family Enterprises wanted the carnival. Badly. Maybe I could sell it to them—and not just for what I paid. Maybe for more.

That’s the answer, I thought. I refolded the deed and stood up, clutching the keys tightly in my hand. A chance to turn a mistake into an opportunity.

Sure, I had a bone to pick with Brandon Grigsby. And the carnival had meant a lot to me once. But that was a long time ago. Memories didn’t pay bills. If the Grigsby’s wanted the place, they could have it. And with the money I’d make, I could… I didn’t know. Figure out what I really wanted.

A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth as I headed toward the Scourge.

Maybe this isn’t such a disaster after all, I thought.


Five



From Bain and Harding, I drove downtown to Grigsby Tower, one of the tallest buildings in the city. The Grigsbys were wealthy enough to have their own parking lot, with an attendant to make sure no one parked there without permission. I parked, told the attendant who I was going to see, and got a nod of approval. Then I crossed the street and walked through the revolving glass doors of Grigsby Tower.

In the weeks after my separation from Priscilla, I’d often met her outside Grigsby Tower to trade CDs or clothes, yet I’d never been inside. Now, I saw men and women in professional attire rushing through the lobby. The floors were red marble, and pillars supported the high, peaked roof. One entire side of the lobby was a thin wall of water cascading from the ceiling. On the far side of the lobby, beyond a wall of gates, sat a bank of elevators. As those who worked for the Grigsby’s approached the gates, they flashed badges and the gates popped open.

I didn’t have a badge, so I instead headed to the small desk with a sign that said, “All visitors must check in with security.” The security guard was an ancient, unpleasant-looking woman named Carol, according to her name tag. She must’ve been eighty but still wore a tactical vest with enough gear for a war zone.

As I approached, Carol spoke with a voice like the grave.

“Can I help you?”

“I’d like to meet with Mr. Grigsby, please,” I said.

The woman cupped a gnarled hand to her ear. “Speak up!”

“I’d like to meet with Mr. Grigbsy, please!”

“Junior or senior?”

“Either!”

Wrong answer. Carol frowned. “Do you have an appointment?”

“I don’t. But⁠—”

“Then I can’t let you up. Make an appointment with Mr. Grigsby’s secretary, then I can let you up. Until then, you have to stay down here.”

“Okay.” Clearly, I wasn’t getting anywhere. “Can you… call upstairs? I’m sure if you let them know who I am⁠—”

“I can’t let anyone upstairs without an appointment,” Carol said. “Please leave, sir, or I’ll have to remove you.”

Given Carol’s advanced age, I doubted she could move me, though I had no doubt she’d try. I eyed the pepper spray hanging from her vest. “I⁠—”

“Please leave, sir. You’re causing a scene!”

I was about to raise my voice but paused when someone spoke from behind me.

“Is there a problem here?”

I turned and found myself face to face with my mortal enemy. My tall, handsome enemy. A billboard made flesh.

Brandon Grigsby, scion of the Grigsby Family, the man who’d stolen Priscilla’s heart.

Can I do this? I wondered. My stomach clenched. But of course I could. This is your way out, I reminded myself. The best revenge will be draining the Grigsby family of a million dollars—or more.

Brandon was a few inches taller than me, with a square jaw covered in dark stubble and thick brown hair I suspected he’d never lose. His teeth were perfect. His expensive cologne smelled like leather, cedar, and grapefruit. Just like every other time I’d seen him, he wore a crisp suit and shirt that looked like he’d picked them up from the cleaners only minutes before.

“No problem,” I said slowly. “In fact, I was trying to get ahold of you.”

“He was trying to make trouble!” Carol hissed. “He wouldn’t take no for an answer!”

Brandon gave me an appraising look. “That’s not exactly a bad quality to have, Carol,” he said. “Especially in business.” To me, he said, “Good to see you again, Max. How’s the Spider Lane project going? Actually, before you tell me, let’s not loiter in the lobby. Come in, come in. I’ll take it from here, Carol. Thank you for your attentiveness, but Max is with me.”

Carol’s bug-eyes narrowed at me. “You let me know if you need me, Mr. Grigsby,” she said. “You know I’m happy to take care of anything.” She patted the handcuffs on her vest. “Anything.”

Brandon smiled at her. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.” His warmth made me hate him more, and then hate myself for hating him. He put a hand on my shoulder and guided me toward the gates. “Max, right this way.”

Brandon’s grip was firm, and it took all of my willpower not to shrug him off. But I’d come here with a million-dollar mission, and Brandon was being annoyingly hospitable.

If he could be polite, so could I.

As we walked through the lobby, businesspeople quickly got out of our way, greeting Brandon with obsequious remarks: “Good to see you, Mr. Grigsby,” or “Good morning, Mr. Grigsby,” or “I’m sorry I was in your way, Mr. Grigsby.” Brandon met them all with a cheerful smile and good-natured wave. When we neared the gate, he pulled a plastic keycard out of his pocket and flashed it near the receiver. There was a beep, and the gate slid open.

“To tell you the truth, I’ve been wanting to get together for some time now,” Brandon said, steering me toward one of the elevators. “I know we met when you bought the house at Spider Lane, but I only just learned you’re a whiz with your hands. We’re always looking for talented craftsmen here. The monsters who lived in Kos Minoo left the place a mess. Did you come for a job? We pay top dollar, and we offer health insurance to those who stick with us for at least a year.”

The guy was presumptuous but generous. I didn’t want to like him… but I did. His energy was infectious.

“Actually, I didn’t come for a job.” We reached the elevators, one of them immediately opening to admit us. “I had something else in mind. But I’d rather talk about it privately.”

Brandon smiled. For the first time, I saw a flash of something darker hidden behind his easy-going charm. Then, as quickly as it’d appeared, it was gone.

“Do I have anything to worry about, Mr. Plank?”

What had Priscilla told him about me? “No,” I said quickly. “No, of course not. I come as a professional. I… what I want to talk about, it’s… like I said, it’s private. That’s all.”

“Very well.” Brandon nodded as the elevator doors opened and we stepped inside. As the elevator started rising, we stood in awkward silence. Finally, Brandon broke it.

“Look, Max, I… I didn’t know you guys were dating, if that’s important to you. She told me you were friends. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I hope there are no hard feelings.”

“No,” I said quickly. “Obviously not.”

Of course there were hard feelings. How could there not be? But I could deal with those later.

Eye on the prize, I told myself. Don’t let jealousy spoil this for you.

“Right,” Brandon said. “Well. Good, then.”

The doors opened, and we stepped into an intimate lobby. A circular rug covered the floor, and behind a nearby desk sat one of the prettiest women I’d ever seen. Her elfin features included a delicate chin, soft cheeks, and bright blue eyes that seemed to take up half her face. A shock of gray hair hung loosely over her shoulders.

“Good morning, Mr. Grigsby,” she said cheerfully. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? Light snacks?”

Under the woman’s gaze, I felt suddenly speechless. Brandon mistook my silence for indecision. “We have juice as well,” he said. “We get it fresh every morning from a commissary down the block. Best carrot, apple, and beet juice you’ve ever had, and I’m not usually a fan of beets.” He leaned toward me with a conspiratorial whisper, “Too earthy.”

“Ah, n-no… no thank you,” I stammered, then cleared my throat. “I’m fine.”

Brandon nodded. “Very well.” To the secretary, he said, “Hold my calls. Mr. Plank and I will be in number seven.”

The secretary blinked languidly. “Of course, Mr. Grigsby.”

I followed Brandon down a hallway. “Fascinating creature, isn’t she?” Brandon said as soon as we were out of earshot. “Her mother is a dryad and her father is human. Makes for a child of exceptional grace. Ordinarily, I don’t condone the intermingling of humans and monsters, though in this case I’d say it turned out all right.”

He laughed, expecting me to share the joke, but I found myself disgusted. I knew several humans who didn’t like monsters; on the whole, I chose not to spend time with those types of people. In my experience, most monsters wanted the same things as me: a fulfilling, dignified, peaceful life spent amongst friends and family. There were evil monsters, sure, though the army had long ago pushed them west and built the Barricade to keep them at bay. But day to day, the monsters I saw simply wanted to get through their lives without trouble.

I finally forced a smile at Brandon, who smiled back, confident we were aligned. We weren’t.

“In here,” Brandon said, leading me into a conference room. There was a TV on one wall, a long wooden conference table flanked by desk chairs, a mini-fridge with bottled water, and a black phone. The far side of the room was a single pane of glass providing the best view I’d ever encountered of Kos Minoo. From where I stood, I could see all the buildings along Museum Row, the marble pillars of the Great Library, the golden dome of the Repositorium, and the eight hundred acres of the great park known as the Ramble.

I knew this area had at one point been inhabited by monsters—the nice ones, at least. Now, thanks to people like Brandon Grigsby and his family, the dark, cramped hovels preferred by gnolls, reptilians, and goblins had been converted to light-filled lofts, and restaurants that had once served raw meat now sold artisanal pastries and $12 smoothies. Most monsters could no longer afford to live in Kos Minoo, and those that did lived in a dangerous, run-down neighborhood known as the Valves.

“Not a bad view,” Brandon said. “But in my opinion, it’s the beginning. By the time I’m done here, there will be another hundred buildings like Grigsby Tower, and Kos Minoo will be the greatest, largest, most beautiful city in the world. And we’re not stopping there. We have big plans, Max. Huge plans. Everyone will know about them soon.”

He’s talking about the Grigsby Plan, I realized. It doesn’t seem like public knowledge. I wonder how that old man knew about it?

It didn’t matter. I’d already made my decision. What was I going to do with a defunct carnival? And what did I care if the Grigsby family wanted to build a high-speed train atop the land? I had bills to pay: utilities, the mortgage on 13 Spider Lane, student debt.

“I have something you want,” I said.

Brandon smiled. “Oh? What’s that?”

I took the deed out of my pocket and held it toward him. When he reached for it, I couldn’t help but notice the difference in our hands: mine, calloused and chemical-washed, while his were smooth and soft. His nails were trimmed and filed. His skin was moisturized.

He took the deed and read it. The grin disappeared from his face.

“How did you get this?” he asked, looking up at me with narrowed eyes. “And how do you know we want it?”

What am I supposed to tell him? I thought. That I found a million dollars in a secret passage under my house on the same night a mysterious old man told me the Carnival of the Sun was about to hit the market for exactly a million dollars?

I shrugged. “Do you want it?”

The air around us went still. Brandon’s eyes flashed, and my earlier observation was confirmed; something evil lurked behind them. When he next spoke, there was no humor in his tone.

“I need to make a phone call,” he said. “Excuse me.”

Brandon placed the deed on the table and picked up the phone. A moment later, I heard a squeaky voice on the other end, though I couldn’t make out the words.

“Gladys, it’s me,” Brandon said. “Get my father.” The squeaky voice responded, and then Brandon continued, “Yes. Yes. I see. Okay, thank you.” He waited. Then I heard a deeper voice, the timbre making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

“Father?” Brandon said. “I have a… gentleman here who purchased the Carnival of the Sun.” I quietly snorted at being called a “gentleman.” Brandon continued. “I know. I know! No, I don’t know how he got ahold of it. And I don’t…” There was that deep voice again. “I’m not sure. No! Of course I haven’t told anyone. Very well. Yes. I’ll make sure it happens.”

Brandon hung up. Then he cleared his throat himself and straightened his tie.

“Max,” he said, all charm and smiles. “My friend. My family acknowledges you’re the current owner of the Carnival of the Sun. And you’re right—we’d like it very much. I don’t know how much you paid for it, but we’re prepared to offer you two million dollars for the property.”

Two million… “Oh?”

Brandon must’ve taken my response for dissent because he grimaced, then said, “Three million.”

I almost gasped out loud. I could do a lot with that money. Pay off my student debt. Pay off my mortgage, and those of several other people besides. I was a simple man with simple tastes. With three million dollars, I’d be set for life.

Still, something kept me from saying yes right away. Maybe it was the thought of my parents on the carousel, which would be destroyed as part of the Grigsby plan. Perhaps it’d been the flashes of evil I’d seen in Brandon’s eyes, or the fact that he’d stolen my girlfriend. Whatever the reason, I wanted a moment to gather my thoughts.

“Maybe I could…”

“Four million.”

“Now—”

“Five million. Take it or leave it.”

Five million dollars. I couldn’t fathom that amount of money. And I hadn’t done anything to earn it.

I turned away from Brandon and looked out the window. Far below, in the parking lot of Grigsby Tower, I saw my car. Brandon followed my gaze and pointed when he saw it.

“That your ride?” he asked. “Priscilla told me about it. It’s a Rockford, right?”

“Amberlin.”

“Priscilla told me you have a cute name for it. What is it? The Plague?”

“The Scourge of the Black Death,” I said.

“I want the car, too.”

I looked at him. He stared back, the grin returning to his face.

“Five million dollars for the Carnival of the Sun and your car. The Scourge of the Black Death.” He smirked. “What do you say, buddy? We have a deal?”

I’m not a violent person, but in that moment I would’ve given anything for the right to drive my fist into Brandon’s stomach. He could steal my girlfriend, make lewd jokes in front of me, and plan to demolish the carnival in order to build a high-speed train. But to try and throw his weight around to take my car? My baby? The one thing in my life that still brought me joy?

That was too much.

My vision turned red. Without thinking, I snatched the deed from the desk, folded it up, and shoved it into my pocket.

It was dumb. A mistake, probably. Still, I relished the look of shock on Brandon’s face as I said, “I’ll think about it. Thank you for your time, buddy. You’ve been a gentleman. I wish you a pleasant day.”


Six



I’d told Brandon I’d think about it, but my mind was made up.

No way am I selling to that creep, I thought as I roared down the highway. I was mad at myself for even having considered it. You’re the owner of the Carnival of the Sun. You. You can bring magic back to the park, and you’re not going to let any bullies stop you.

I stopped at the gates to the carnival and got out of the car. A fall breeze rustled the grass that sprouted in overgrown tufts along the fence, carrying with it the faint scent of oil and rust. By the light of day, it was obvious the carnival was a mess. Broken rides jutted into the sky like the bones of some long-dead creature. Wooden planks sagged and rotted, their paint peeling away in curling strips. The vibrant colors that had once made the carnival feel alive were muted, dulled by years of neglect.

Yet despite it all, it was mine. And I wasn’t selling it to Brandon Grigsby.

The thought brought a small smile to my face. Five million dollars was enough to buy several run-down carnivals. That wasn’t the point. Brandon didn’t want to fix anything. He wanted to plow it all under, erase every memory of what this place used to be. He talked about making the city more beautiful, yet he couldn’t see the beauty in what was already here.

But I could. Or, at least, I wanted to.

I shoved my hands in my pockets, the keys pressing into my palm as if to remind me that this was real. I thought of the families who used to come here, the wide-eyed kids running from ride to ride with sticky fingers and sunburned noses. I remembered my own dad lifting me onto his shoulders so I could see the fireworks over the Ferris wheel.

It used to shine, I thought. It can shine again.

I unlocked the gates and pushed them open with a groan of rusted metal. Gravel crunched underfoot as I made my way to the carousel, its chipped horses frozen mid-gallop. I ran a hand along one of them, feeling the rough paint and splintered wood.

“If you’re really doing this, you’re going to need help,” I said aloud. I could rebuild the ticket booths and the sagging fences, but I didn’t know the first thing about fixing a popcorn machine. Not to mention the rides. The Tilt-A-Whirl was missing half its cars, and the Ferris wheel was a skeleton of itself, its gondolas scattered like forgotten toys. Those weren’t problems a hammer and a can of paint could fix. They needed more than elbow grease and a toolbox; they needed a trained mechanic.

And what about the animal show? I thought. At one point, the Carnival of the Sun’s greatest attraction had been its animal show, which was a cross between a zoo and circus. Honestly, I’d never seen anything like it—either then or since. The whole production took place in a massive building in Adventure World called the Terrestrial Pagoda, which was sealed off from the elements by thick glass overgrown with ferns and algae. Like the rest of the quadrant, the building had a jungle theme, and the hot, muggy air was constantly filled with the sound of bird calls. Between dripping palms and dewy orchids were bleachers, and after every show the ushers in carnival-themed ponchos would help out the old crowd and bring in the new.

The Terrestrial Pagoda had shut down long before the actual carnival. Something to do with animal rights, I’d heard. Or maybe one of the parrots had escaped, flown in front of a semi, and caused a forty-three-car pileup on the highway. That was the story Tommy Leon had told us. Honestly, there were a hundred rumors floating around, and I don’t think I’d ever gotten the truth.

I remember the excitement and anticipation as I walked through the gates and into the fetid dark. The bleachers were wet and the place smelled like guano, but it was worth the discomfort to watch the fifteen minute show of a lifetime.

If I was bringing the Carnival of the Sun back to life, I needed an animal show.

But what did I know about animals? My hand went to the tattoo of Stir Fry.

I couldn’t even keep my cat from running away.

I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “And then there’s marketing,” I muttered. It wasn’t enough to make the carnival sparkle again. People weren’t going to magically show up because the paint was fresh and the popcorn smelled good. I needed someone who knew how to reach people, how to tell them that the Carnival of the Sun wasn’t just alive but worth their time.

Bringing the carnival back to life wasn’t something I could do alone, and I’d be a fool to try.

A mechanic, an animal trainer, and a PR agent, I thought. That’s what I need.

Luckily, I knew all three.


Seven



The best mechanic I’d ever met was a man named Ned Kaminski. Ned was to machines what I was to home renovations: a whiz. I’d called on him a dozen times while putting the Scourge of the Black Death back together, and each time he’d known exactly what I needed. Problems that would’ve stumped me for days took him seconds to diagnose and fix. He’d been working on machines his entire life, so he could usually figure out how to fix something just by listening to it.

He also had a recipe for hot chocolate that was out of this world.

Like many properties in the suburbs of Kos Minoo, Ned’s Garage backed up to the Evergreen. There were always cars or motorcycles up on cinderblocks in the yard, as well as half a dozen dogs—big ones, little ones, fluffy ones, and scruffy ones. I’d been there many times, though I don’t think I’d ever seen the same dog twice. They were usually chasing each other around the scrub or through the chassis of old vehicles, and when their barking got out of hand, Ned would call out a single word: “Tenderloin!” I don’t know if that was the name of the alpha dog, the name of all the dogs, or some code he’d developed with them, but it never failed to set them to rights. One word and all the dogs suddenly went on their best behavior.

A nearby sign made it easy to spot Ned’s place. Nailed to a tree on the far side of the road, it was shaped like an arrow and painted with the words, “Ned’s Fixin’ Place for Carz.” I’d asked Ned about that once, and he’d shrugged.

“Having a little fun, was all,” he’d said. That was Ned’s idea of a good joke.

I made my way slowly down the gravel drive, ready for one of the dogs to jump out of the woods and into my path. A graying black hound trotted alongside my vehicle, though most of the dogs kept clear, too busy chasing each other or fighting over sticks to bother with me. I counted seven of them as I pulled in.

All new, as usual.

When I reached the garage, I threw the car into park and stepped out, slamming the door behind me. The vehicle clicked and clanked as it settled. A warm heat radiated from its hood, steaming in the air like my breath. So far, it’d been a fairly warm fall, but the weatherman had predicted a cold winter.

“Ned?” I called. I never knew where on the property I’d find him.

“In here,” came the response from beyond the single open garage door. I crunched my way across the gravel to peer inside.

An ordinary person might’ve been shocked by Ned’s setup, as there didn’t seem to be rhyme or reason to how he organized anything. Tools hung from pegs on the wall, or sat on nearby workbenches and chairs, or rested on really any surface that wasn’t already taken up by screws, gears, washers, nuts, bolts, grease-stained car magazines, and containers filled to the brim with mysterious liquids. Despite the mess, Ned seemed to know where to find everything.

A portable heater by the door spat hot, dry air. The light in the garage was dim, though I could still see the framed posters that lined the walls, which featured pictures of Ned’s dream cars. There was a red Castellan Vanguard, a silver Tennerion Mirage, and the greatest one of all: a Delta Angel, every car lover’s dream.

As I had so many times before, I found Ned with his legs sticking out from beneath a car he’d set up on jacks. In this case, the car was an old York. I didn’t know the brand well, though it was one of Ned’s favorites; I’d often listened to him wax poetic on their suspension.

“Hydropneumatic, if you can believe it,” he’d told me the first time I’d seen him working on one of the boxy cars. The Yorks were rarely for customers, more often for Ned himself—he usually kept two or three at a time and worked on them between other projects. “Crakes are known for their cheese and wine, but this is their true gift to humanity,” he’d told me.

Beneath the York, I heard a grunt, and then the ratcheting crank of a wrench. “Ned?” I said again. “It’s me. Max.”

“Hold your horses, I’m coming out,” Ned said. “Darn screw won’t… there! Got it.” Ned rolled out from under the car and stood to face me. There was a streak of oil down his right cheek. “Oh, Max! Good to see ya, friend.”

Although Ned and I were the same age, we hadn’t known each other as kids—he was from Fetch, a town across the Camelridge Mountains. There was always a chance we’d seen each other from across the field at a homecoming football game, or driven past each other on a dark road one evening, though to my knowledge we hadn’t officially met until I’d started building my car and stumbled across his operation.

Ned wiped at his cheek, looked at his dirty hand, and shrugged. He was about a foot shorter than me, with a round face that made him look a bit like a potato. He had a thinning head of hair and wore a set of perfectly round spectacles that magnified his eyes to a comical degree. I’d never seen him have on anything but grease-spattered overalls, and today was no different. A patch on his left breast said “NED” in red letters. Like me, Ned was single, though I knew he’d been married at one point.

I jerked a thumb at the car he’d been working on. “Personal project?” I asked.

Ned twirled his screwdriver and shoved it into a pocket. “Yeah. Not as much business lately. Monsters getting pushed out of the city and settling in these parts, and half of them don’t drive. So I keep myself occupied.” He leaned forward to look past me and to my car. “What can I do for ya? The Scourge giving you trouble? It isn’t that darn carburetor again, is it?”

I shook my head. “It’s a different story entirely. Do you have a moment?”

Ned nodded. “Gimme a second.” He grabbed a folding chair that had been leaning against his toolbox and, with a jerk of his wrist, opened it up. He set it in the path of the portable heater, then motioned me to sit before he did the same with a second chair. From somewhere else—and I didn’t know exactly where, because I’d blinked and missed it—he pulled out a folding table, which he set between us. Finally, he placed a thermos on the table and plopped into one of the chairs.

“I need a break,” he sighed. He produced a mug from his pocket, which he eyed skeptically for a moment before spitting into the bottom and rubbing it with the sleeve of his coat.

“I’ll use this one,” he said, unscrewing the lid of the thermos. “You can drink from the container.”

Ned poured a measure of the thick brown liquid into his mug. Then he handed me the thermos and clinked his mug against it.

“To better days,” he said. “And to this mysterious chat. What’s up?”

I took a sip, and my tastebuds came alive. Say what you wanted about the cleanliness of Ned’s garage or his affinity for stray dogs, but the man could make a cup of hot cocoa. The flavor went beyond the age-old debate of milk or water—milk, obviously. Ned’s drink was beyond creamy, a veritable pool of molten chocolate.

I told him my story, leaving out the part about finding the money, but explaining how I’d bought the Carnival of the Sun. When I got to the part where I’d turned down Brandon Grigsby’s offer, he slapped his knee in appreciation. Ned hated when rich people tried to buy status in the form of cars they knew nothing about.

“You coulda had five million,” he cackled joyfully. “And you blew it for pride!”

I winced. When he put it like that, it… seemed especially stupid. But judging by Ned’s enthusiasm, he clearly thought it was something to celebrate.

“Well, good on you, friend.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “You’re not secretly rich, are you? Five million smackers mean as much to you as it does to me?”

“It does,” I assured him. “Buying that carnival took almost everything I had. Got enough gas left in the tank to scrape by, but not much more than that.”

“Then wow-ee! You showed him something fierce. Grigsby must still be smarting from that slap. So, let’s say you’ve caught my attention, then. How can I help?”

“Well, I think it should be obvious,” I said. “I need a mechanic. And you’re the best mechanic I know. Any chance you’d want to help me out?”

Ned took off his glasses and used his breath to fog the lenses. “I was just saying work was slow,” he said, more to himself than me. He lifted his glasses in front of his face and peered at me through the lenses, his eyes becoming more magnified than usual. “What’s the pay like?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “To be honest it’s not great. As I said, I don’t really have much money left…”

Ned shrugged like that didn’t bother him. “Pay me when you can, then. It’s not like I’ve got so much business coming in right now. But more importantly…” Ned replaced his glasses. “How much have I told you about my past?”

“I’m embarrassed to say I really don’t know much about you,” I admitted, though it wasn’t for lack of asking. Ned and I had spent many hours together, and he knew my history cold. Yet, whenever I’d asked about him, he’d always deferred. After a while I’d stopped asking, figuring he’d tell me when he was ready.

Ned nodded. “There are some painful moments. But I’ll tell you now, if you’ll listen, because I think it’s relevant.”

I took another sip of my cocoa and let the warm chocolate slide down my throat. Ned had always been good to me, so I resolved to give him all the time and space he needed to tell his story.


Eight



“Iimagine this comes as a surprise to you, but I wasn’t the most popular kid in school,” Ned said after a few false starts. “I was always more interested in gears than girls. Wanted to talk more about car engines than who was going out with who or which team won whatever dumb sport they were playing. But that didn’t mean I hated romance. In the eleventh grade, I had a huge crush on Katie Miller. I’m talking 1976 Tazza Promaster-sized. Three tons big, you know? Never mind that she was way more popular than me, or that we never talked. I fell for her hard. She used to sit in front of me in math class, and one day she turned around and asked to borrow a pencil. Of course, I stammered for a bit, then asked if she wanted to go to the Carnival of the Sun on a date. Can you guess what happened next?”

“You went alone.”

Ned adopted a pained smile. “That would’ve been preferable. But no—she said yes. That weekend, I picked her up in my York and drove her out to the carnival. I was sweating bullets. My hands were so clammy they kept slipping on the gearshift. I must’ve stalled at least four times. I couldn’t speak I was so nervous, so it was a quiet ride. Awkward, you know?”

“I can imagine.”

“Well, we finally got to the park, and I bought tickets. Went inside and met up with some of her friends. They were the popular kids. The cool group. Every high school has that crowd. I used to envy them. Of course, now I know they all hated each other and were as miserable as I was—maybe more—but I was so jealous at the time. I wanted to be popular, too. And for maybe an hour, I was. Then we came off the swinging ship and found some of her friends surrounding a monster. Little dryad, almost looked human, but you could tell from her unnatural beauty that she wasn’t. She’d won a prize at the ring toss. I remember thinking Katie’s friends were congratulating her. But no. They were bullying her.”

“Uh oh.”

Ned nodded. “That’s right. They were calling her ‘feral,’ ‘tree-hugger,’ that sort of thing. I wasn’t going to say anything, but then Katie got involved. Ripped the little stuffed animal from the girl’s hands and threw it on the ground. It’d rained recently and the ground was all muddy, so the prize was ruined. The girl… I kept waiting for her friends or parents to come, but no one showed up. She was alone and she wasn’t doing anything to defend herself. What was she going to do? It was one against eight, and if she’d fought back, she’d have been the one to get in trouble. You remember how it was when the monsters got blamed for everything. How it still is. That’s probably why the cowards bullied her in the first place. I couldn’t bear to see it, and I’ve always rooted for the underdog, so I stood up for her. And that’s… actually how I met my wife.”

“What?” That definitely wasn’t where I’d thought the story was going. “You were married to a monster?”

Ned sighed. “Still am, technically. Although I haven’t seen her in years.”

I tried to hide my surprise. Many times over the past few months, Ned and I had commiserated over being single—two bachelors trying to escape loneliness. I thought he’d been married and divorced. But… he was still married, apparently.

I’d also assumed his ex had been a human. Relationships between humans and monsters weren’t illegal, but they weren’t common, and Ned had never mentioned anything like this before.

“We dated first,” Ned continued. “Certainly didn’t make me any friends, but that was fine, because I’d never been very popular. And besides, I didn’t care. I’d finally found someone who understood me—and who I understood as well. People think dryads only appreciate the natural world, but Kyra loved machines. She used to come over every day after school to help me work on cars. We were married fifteen years. But you know how dryads work. Actually, maybe you don’t. Once they reach maturity, they can’t be away from their heart tree. Those are trees that hold pieces of their souls.”

“So Kyra needed to live in the woods,” I said.

Ned nodded. “I would’ve followed her, but the woods have never been much of a place for me. See, dryads are tribal, and they value beauty above all else. The leader of each tribe is responsible for maintaining an environment conducive to producing great works of art, and she gets to make the rules. The current leader, Satori, has a rule that only dryads are allowed in the area where the heart trees are held. She says that any other type of creature is a distraction, and she’s deadly serious about it. The dryads won’t suffer a human in their territory. Especially not a man.”

I nodded. “So Kyra didn’t… what I mean to say is, she wasn’t… well…”

Ned raised an eyebrow. “What, she didn’t leave me?” He shrugged. “Well, she technically did. Not in the way Priscilla left you, but the result is the same: I’m here and she’s somewhere else. Her heart is somewhere else too. In this case, I meant that literally. I don’t blame her for following her heart, but it does mean I’m alone.”

I let out a long breath. Poor Ned and Kyra weren’t separated because either of them had done anything wrong, nor because one of them had lost love for the other, but because of circumstance.

“There’s no way for Satori to change her mind?” I asked.

Ned laughed. “Oh, Kyra tried to make that happen. But Satori is a stubborn old monster. She wouldn’t budge.”

I should’ve let the issue drop—it wasn’t my business—but I couldn’t. Maybe I’m too much of a romantic, but it seemed so unfair that love wouldn’t win. “You couldn’t… I don’t know, challenge Satori in a fight to the death and take over the tribe?”

Ned laughed again. “You’re not far off on how it works. In dryad culture, it’s not the strongest who lead, but those who create the greatest works of beauty. Others can challenge the leader for their spot, but it’s an art contest, not a fight. The incumbent and the challenger each produce a piece, and the person with the greater work of art earns the mantle of leadership. The contest is self-judged, but the dryads take it extremely seriously. If the leader doesn’t admit defeat when they should, they’re shamed and the tribe is honor-bound to expel them. For dryads attached to a heart tree, that’s equivalent to death.”

“And you didn’t want to challenge Satori,” I said.

Ned’s eyebrows went wide. “Me? Are you kidding? Satori is an artistic genius. She’s one of the most talented masters in the world. According to the legends, it’s impossible to look upon her works without crying.” He shook his head. “I’m a darn mechanic. I wouldn’t have a chance.”

“So it is what it is.”

“That’s right. The Carnival of the Sun was our place, me and Kyra. It’s where we met. We got engaged on a bench outside Kiddie Land.” He sighed. “The park gave us so many happy memories. And sad ones. But that won’t stop me. In fact, the sad memories are what make this opportunity special. You see? Now I have a chance to redeem this place in my mind. This place that played such a role in my life. If I can fix it… well, I can’t fix my marriage, but maybe there’s some other type of redemption to be had. I don’t know, it sounds crazy, doesn’t it?”

“Not at all,” I said. “You’re talking to a guy who only owns the Carnival of the Sun right now because⁠—”

“You wanted to spit in the face of your ex-girlfriend’s lover,” Ned finished. “The things we do for love, right? Or because of it.”

“You can say that again.”

“Anyway, enough of that. I didn’t tell you my story to make you sad. I did it so you can understand why I don’t need payment right now. The Carnival of the Sun was where I met my wife, Max. The woman of my dreams. The only person who ever really understood me. I don’t feel much happiness these days, but I think it would do me good to be back there. I want to see the park come to life once again. To help me remember the better times and to help create those times for others.”

He stuck out his hand. “If you’ll have me, I’ll be your mechanic.”


Nine



Ned had a few things to take care of around his garage before he could join me. While I waited for him, I went around the carnival and made a list of everything I thought needed fixing. It was divided into two parts: things I could handle myself, and tasks for Ned. My half included things like, “Strip old paint, prime, and repaint carousel creatures,” “Repair plumbing fixtures in food stands,” and “Replace cracked mirrors in the funhouse.” On Ned’s half, I wrote, “Check and replace worn-out bearings on the Ferris wheel,” “Inspect and repair wiring for the bumper cars,” and “Replace the heating element for the cotton candy machine.”

I’d found a hundred things that needed fixing. Ned, with his expert eye for machines, would likely double that number before the day was through.

That afternoon, my new mechanic met me at the front gate of the Carnival of the Sun. He drove one of his Yorks, which bounced lightly on its air-and-oil suspended chassis as he bumped across the patchwork parking lot, riddled with divots and channels left by rainwater.

Another item for the list, I thought, pulling a pencil from behind my ear to make note on my clipboard.

Ned pulled up and got out of his York, tossing me a thermos. I caught it with my free hand.

“What’s this?” I asked. It was warm to the touch.

“You seem to have a caffeine addiction,” Ned said, “and you seem to like my cocoa an awful lot. Bringing you some every day is the least I can do to thank you for this opportunity. We getting to work or what?”

I smiled. Ned was a good guy. I couldn’t afford to pay him, so he was pretending this was an opportunity for him.

“Thank you,” I said, vowing to repay his kindness. I didn’t know how I’d do it, but I’d find a way. I shook the clipboard. “Got a few items on the list already, but I could use your help adding more. Want to take the tour?”

Ned nodded, and we started walking around the Carnival of the Sun—moving counter-clockwise, as was tradition. He called out things to fix as we passed them, and occasionally stopped to poke or prod at a ride. If the task of singlehandedly fixing all the mechanical elements of a long-defunct carnival bothered him, he didn’t show it. In fact, he seemed energized by the challenge. As we walked through Kiddie Land, his normally placid gestures became animated.

“I don’t like the wobble in those swings,” he said. Then, as we passed the Magic Carpet, “I’d replace the lightning rod, but you probably knew that without my saying so. That’s something you can handle yourself.”

We made our way to Thrill City. As we approached the Tilt-a-Whirl, Ned’s eyes went wide. “This was my favorite,” he gasped, practically shaking with excitement. “Please tell me it isn’t operable. You’d make my whole day if you said I could work on it. Heck, you’d make my whole year.” He scratched his chin. “But that seems a little sad, so don’t tell anyone.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “To be honest, I… don’t know if it works or not,” I said as I walked over to the control booth. I’d turned on some of the rides during my first walkthrough of the park, but not the Tilt-a-Whirl. At the very least, it would probably need a tune-up, but for Ned’s sake I was hoping it would need more than that.

I flipped on the ride and watched as the lights behind the control panel flickered to life. My heart fell a little… a part of me hadn’t wanted it to work. I could tell Ned was a little sad, too. Then there was a grinding noise that definitely wasn’t supposed to be there, and smoke poured from underneath the cart. Quickly, I hit the off button and turned to look at Ned, who looked happier than when I’d seen him coax the engine of an old York to life for the first time.

“Yes!” he howled, throwing a fist into the air. “Oh yes, Max. You’ve made me a very joyful man.” He pulled a wrench from a pocket in his overalls and twirled it around his hand. “I’m going to make this baby sing!”

We continued our tour, though the smile remained on Ned’s face. At the haunted house, Ned unscrewed the top of his thermos and took a long sip. When he was done, he wiped a smear of chocolate off his top lip and gestured to the building before us.

“Anything wrong with this one?” he asked.

I held the list toward Ned. “Take a look.”

Ned looked thoughtfully at my list. “Well, I’ll want to give it the ol’ once over for myself, but it looks like you were pretty thorough. Rats built a nest in the graveyard?”

“Rats, raccoons, or squirrels. Some sort of mammal. Not sure which. You can smell them, though, and I heard them scurrying around. Unless that’s… part of the experience?”

Ned shook his head. “I don’t remember anything like that. I’ll let you take care of those, thank you very much. Does the jump scare still work? That devil face that pops out of the clock in the third room? I would’ve thought that would be the first thing to go, but I don’t see it on here.”

I raised an eyebrow. I hadn’t known there was a jump scare in the third room. “I… see,” Ned said as he clocked my expression. “Add that to the list, then.”

When we were done with the tour, Ned got to work. I set off toward the parking lot with a goal in mind—I wasn’t done recruiting.

Now the carnival has its mechanic, I thought as I climbed into the Scourge of the Black Death. But it could use an animal trainer. And I know just who to ask.

Luckily, I was close with the guy who’d run the Terrestrial Pagoda, a famous warg who went by the name of Uncle Barry.

Okay, maybe “close” was an exaggeration. In fact, there was a good chance he hated me. In high school, I’d been friends with Barry’s nephew, Joey, who’d invited me to a graduation party at his famous uncle’s house. After leaving his position as ringmaster of the Terrestrial Pagoda, Uncle Barry had used his savings to buy a three-hundred-acre plot of land on the outskirts of Kos Minoo. Most of the land was deciduous forest, with silver maples and weeping willows deeper in, though two acres of land had been cleared for an array of buildings and structures collectively known as Uncle Barry’s Farm.

When the previous owners of the Carnival of the Sun had shut down the Terrestrial Pagoda, Barry had moved all the animals to the farm. That included macaws, cockatoos, toucans, parrots, fork-tailed birds, sea eagles, marmosets, Asian elephants, an African spurred tortoise, and a panther named Zeus. One might’ve been concerned for the well-being of such a diverse group of creatures living outside their natural habitats, but public reports from no fewer than four wargs proclaimed the animals happy and healthy, avowing and loudly expressing their desire to stay with Barry. Barry had gone to great lengths to ensure their comfort, spending his fortune to build his farm outside Kos Minoo. The world had seen him play checkers with a cheetah, make movies with monkeys, and sleep inside an orca’s mouth, emerging the next morning to claim he felt better rested than ever. It was no surprise that animals loved Uncle Barry.

When I visited the Farm for that party, Uncle Barry was wearing a vermillion silk suit with a contrasting pocket square and a black top hat. His buttons were made from mother-of-pearl and he kept a pocket watch on a gold chain that hung from his belt. For a man with such eclectic tastes, it only made sense that his prized project was housed inside a recreated baobab tree, a hundred yards tall and visible from fifty miles away. A crooked sign on a fencepost outside the tree proclaimed the structure as “Uncle Barry’s Farm.”

For the first hour of the party, everything had seemed to be going well. All my friends and their parents were having a nice time. Uncle Barry had built a pool for his polar bears about a hundred yards from the base of the tree, and that was where Joey and I had set up foldout tables laden with plastic silverware, plates, noisemakers, and coolers full of ice and soft drinks. There were enough balloons that one of us could have ridden them all the way into the sky, had they been filled with helium.

Joey, who’d been manning the grill, had asked me to run into the tree and take a plate to Uncle Barry. The great celebrity was within the baobab’s third level, readying himself for the party’s second hour, where he planned on making a spectacular entrance amidst a cloud of two hundred tropical birds. He’d deliver an impassioned speech to the recent graduates about seizing opportunities before disappearing as he’d come, as mysterious and well-loved as ever.

It shouldn’t have been a problem, though Joey was distracted by Ted Barnes, a boy he liked who had finally started showing him some attention, so he’d neglected to tell me what Uncle Barry usually liked to eat. I didn’t know any better, so I prepared him a plate of what I liked: grapes, potato salad, a peanut butter cookie… and a hot dog.

In hindsight, I probably should’ve known that someone who loved animals as much as Uncle Barry would be a vegetarian, but no one had ever explicitly told me. And as to how hot dogs had found their way onto Uncle Barry’s property in the first place, I’ll never know. But I’ll never forget the famous warg’s face turning purple with rage, or the quake in his voice as I presented him with the plate.

“Get out, you fool!” he’d shouted. “ Out! And if I ever see you again, I’ll have the cats claw out your eyes!”

They say time heals all wounds. I was about to find out if that was true.


Ten



As I approached the door to Uncle Barry’s house, my heart thudded in my chest.

What if he remembers you? I wondered. What if he follows through with his threat and tells his cats to go for your eyes?

But I was committed. The arched door at the base of the baobab was inset with a brass knob and gold knocker in the shape of a zebra’s head. I knocked and heard a voice from beyond the door: “Come in!”

I turned the knob, found the door unlocked, and pushed into the grand entry.

It’d been a while since I’d entered the tree, but it looked just like I remembered it. Although the floor was hard-packed earth, it was covered in a spotless crimson runner that led from the doorway to the center of the room, held in place by golden rods. The convex walls were hung with oil paintings of Uncle Barry’s favorite animals in their natural habitats, each twenty feet high and held in gilded frames. There was an ocelot in thorn scrub, a black caiman in a slow-moving stream, a red squirrel atop a hemlock stump, and an octopus suspended above a bright coral reef. A herd of elephants moved through grassland, and a flock of green monk parakeets nestled in the Gothic spires outside a cemetery. My favorite portrait was of a pure-white ragdoll cat with piercing blue eyes lying in a spot of warm sun, one graceful arm extended to a mouse toy made from gray yarn. The beautiful cat’s expression reminded me of Stir Fry.

I miss that orange ball of fur, I thought, my hand going to my tattoo. Wherever he is, I hope he’s having the best time in the world.

In the middle of the room was a circular plate of bronze set into the floor. From my previous visits, I knew the plate was an elevator. It sat above a pneumatic suspension system, and when one wanted to reach a specific floor, they simply moved the switch on a nearby pedestal. Then the entire plate would rise, carrying a person to their destination. As far as I could tell, that part of the place hadn’t changed at all.

Standing before the plate was a wooden perch shaped like a T, with wooden placards etched with numbers one through eight hanging from the horizontal section. Four hung to the left of the central post and four to the right. In the center of the post stood a sleek black bird, so still it seemed like taxidermy. But I knew the bird was alive—this was the same creature who’d told me to enter.

“Hello!” the bird said cheerfully as I approached. “I recognize you. It has been many years, but I know you’re friends with Joey. How can I help?”

This was Buckingham the raven. Though the bird didn’t look particularly dangerous, anyone who tried to force entry would find the bird issuing a call that summoned a dozen venomous inland taipans from their hiding places behind grilles along the foyer’s outer edges.

I didn’t know this from experience, of course—Joey had told me.

“Hi, Buckingham,” I said. “I came to see Uncle Barry. Is he here?”

“He is. Joey is here, too. They are working with the birds on the fourth floor.” Buckingham issued a single caw, then ambled sideways along the perch to stop above the number four. He cawed again.

Fourth floor. “Thank you,” I said. And then, remembering Joey’s advice that ravens valued honorifics and behaved like feudal royalty, I added, “May the sun cover your back in the morning, the winds buffet your tail at night, and the rains cover your wings only to reflect the light of growing stars.”

Buckingham stared at me, not reacting at all. Oh well.

I moved to the pedestal and flicked the switch to the number four. There was a hiss from below the brass plate, and then I rose toward the hole in the ceiling, away from the foyer and toward the first floor. I felt heat prickle my skin as I moved past the second and third floors, which each had a desert theme. With another hiss, the plate came to a smooth stop.

The fourth floor was a giant, open space interspersed with a hundred different varieties of trees, and the far side of the room was dominated by an opening in the trunk. From the outside, it looked like a knothole that would allow the birds to fly in and out.

Both Uncle Barry and Joey stood near the opening. As usual, Uncle Barry wore a silk suit and top hat. Today, it was cerulean. He was whispering softly to the white cockatoo in his hand.

“My pretty,” he cooed as he dipped the little bird into a bubble bath. “My beautiful, baby bird.”

Joey, outfitted in shorts and a ripped t-shirt plastered with the name of his favorite band, was clearly having a more difficult time. While Uncle Barry and his charge were placid, Joey hissed frantically at three soggy green parakeets perched beyond the tips of his fingers, each chirping happily as they dripped water onto the floor.

Poor Joey. Like his uncle, Joey was a warg. In theory, that meant he could talk to animals. However, although he’d applied himself ably enough, the skills had never seemed to click for him. At their best, wargs could read the minds of animals, see through their eyes, and communicate with them. At worst… you had Joey. The most I’d ever seen him do was convince an earthworm to crawl into the mouth of one of our other friends. He’d won $5 for that.

On the whole, animals didn’t listen to Joey. He’d tell a robin to sing, and it would go quiet. He’d ask a squirrel for a nut, and the little creature would dart away. Either they couldn’t understand him, or they could and didn’t care. Either way, it was hard to call yourself a warg when you couldn’t get animals to listen.

“Come here, guys,” Joey said, holding a towel toward them. “Please? Chirp chirp? Chirrup?” He imitated their sounds, though not quite accurately. “Guys, come onnn!” He glanced over his shoulder at his uncle, then back to the birds. “I need this!”

He lunged toward the birds. They screeched, taking off in a fog of green feathers and flying to opposite corners of the room. One parakeet lashed out with a talon, grazing Joey’s cheek.

“Ouch!” Joey said as he lifted a hand to the red line that now ran from his jawbone to his chin. His arms, neck, and face bore a dozen similar marks—clearly these weren’t the first birds he’d tried to dry.

“Joey! Your screams are scaring Gwendolyn!” Uncle Barry cradled the cockatoo under one arm while casting daggers with his gaze at his nephew. “Stop your monkeying this instant!”

“I’m sorry, Uncle,” Joey said. “They’re not listening to me!”

“You must calm your energy, Joey. Look around you!” Barry threw his arms wide, sending Gwendolyn soaring into the air. As he did, he caught sight of me standing there.

“I’m sorry, young man, but autograph hours aren’t until three,” Uncle Barry said. “Which… my goodness, what time is it?” He pulled off his hat and stared into its depths, presumably at a hidden clock. Then he raised an eyebrow and slammed it back atop his head.

He doesn’t recognize me, I thought. That’s good. If that’s the case, I might have a chance at convincing him to come back to the carnival.

“Uh, hi Uncle Barry,” I said. “And hey, Joey. I hope you don’t mind that I dropped in.”

Joey shook his head. “It’s fine, but I can’t hang out right now. But Max—what are you doing here? I thought…” He trailed off, glancing at his uncle, and I knew he was thinking about the incident from the graduation party.

Please don’t remind him. Quickly, I said, “I actually came to see Uncle Barry. Hey, Uncle B, I wanted to⁠—”

“Another hour until autographs!” Uncle Barry shouted, interrupting me. “Sorry, my boy, but you’ll have to wait like everyone else. As you can see, we’re in the middle of something important. I’m surprised Buckingham let you up. He’s getting old. Poor boy.”

He held up a hand, and another white bird settled on his outstretched palm. He stroked its head, whispering soothingly as he maneuvered it toward the tub.

“Uh, I’m not actually here for an autograph,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you about⁠—”

“Begone, I said!” Uncle Barry raised his hands. A hundred birds left their perches and secret spots, croaking and squawking as they circled in the air above him. There were robins, wrens, jays, finches, sparrows, swallows, skylarks, at least two Great Horned Owls, and—I swear—a massive bald eagle with talons the size of my head.

No wonder Joey has those scratches, I thought as Uncle Barry threw his hands forward. The birds, cawing, rushed toward me.

“Uncle Barry, no!” Joey shouted.

I stared stupidly, my mouth hanging open, and my only thought was, If I can get Uncle Barry to bring this to the Carnival of the Sun, I’ll make back my million in a week.

Then my brain finally switched on, and I had enough sense to throw my arms over my face as I screamed, “I bought the Carnival of the Sun and I want you to reopen the Terrestrial Pagoda!”

All at once, the birds parted around me like I was covered by an invisible shield. In seconds, they fell silent and disappeared into crevices or behind the leafy branches. Suddenly, I was alone in the room with only Joey and Uncle Barry for company.

“Wait, what did you just say?” Joey asked. “You bought the Carnival of the Sun?”

Uncle Barry stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it around. “That’s what I thought he said, too.” He pulled his finger out, stared at it, and flicked away a bit of wax. “Repeat that, boy, and tell me I’m not hearing the ravings of a madman. Don’t lie to me, now, or you’ll learn what it feels like to inhabit the stomachs of a thousand birds at once.”

“Uncle Barry—” Joey started to say, but his uncle cut him off.

“Silence!” Barry roared, raising a hand toward his nephew. A moment later, Joey’s eyes widened as an albino ball python wrapped around his ankle, then slithered up his leg, torso, and neck to stop around his mouth.

“That’s better,” Uncle Barry said. He turned to face me, a hunger in his eyes. “Well? I’m waiting.”

I swallowed. “I bought the Carnival of the Sun,” I repeated. “I know you used to work there, because you were my favorite act.” He was the carnival’s only act, but given the situation and what I’d seen of Barry’s ego, I figured a little flattery couldn’t hurt. “And I want you to reopen the Terrestrial Pagoda. Bring your show back. You’d have free rein, could turn it into whatever you’d like.”

For a moment, nothing happened. Then Uncle Barry strode toward me, arms wide. “My boy, I’ve been waiting fifteen years to hear those words,” he said. “A celebration is in order!”

A pelican dropped from a nearby tree, carrying a basket that it deposited at Uncle Barry’s feet before squawking loudly and disappearing back into the branches. A moment later, the bald eagle swooped down, a bottle of champagne clutched in its talons. Uncle Barry grabbed the base of the bottle, and the eagle locked its beak around the cork. With a flap of its great wings, the bird tore out the cork, then followed the pelican back into the trees.

Smiling, Uncle Barry raised the bottle of fizzing champagne as the contents spilled from the opening, ran down the neck, and dripped over his hand.

“To me,” he said. He lifted a glass out of the basket at his feet and added a dash of champagne, then threw the bottle into the air. It was caught by the pelican, who’d made a sudden reappearance. “And to my nephew! My beautiful boy.” He raised his glass toward Joey, realized the snake still covered my friend’s mouth, and shooed it away with a flick of his hand. The snake dropped to the ground and slithered into a nearby patch of grass. “And to you! What did you say your name was?”

“Uh,” I said, suddenly afraid he might recognize my name. However, before I had a chance to make something up, he turned and strode toward the far side of the room. He moved as if floating, his feet barely touching the ground. With the springy step of a man half his age, he bounded up the stairs to a raised wooden platform. Behind him was the opening the birds used to get in and out of the tree. “Oh, my boys, I’ve been waiting for this moment for many years. My third triumphant act. The apex of my ouvre!” He raised his glass. “To my comeback. To the great Uncle Barry, finally getting his glorious return to the spotlight. It’ll be a new start. A renaissance!”

“Is he always like this?” I whispered to Joey as Uncle Barry tipped the bubbling liquid down his throat. I remembered him being pleasantly quirky, but this was… odd.

“Absolutely. It’s awful. But dude, you have to tell me more about the carnival. How did that happen?”

“What are you doing after this?” I asked. “Maybe we could⁠—”

I was interrupted by Uncle Barry. He tossed his glass high into the air—it was caught by a bird, of course—and began pacing before the opening in the wall.

“I can see it now!” he bellowed. “Uncle Barry’s Big Return! No—his Great Return. There will be lights. Music! A cavalcade of caws and crows. Two thousand eyes. Ten thousand toes! It will be the greatest comeback since… well, I suppose there will have never been anything like it! My boys!” He threw his arms wide. “The future is—whoa!”

Uncle Barry slipped on a pile of discarded feathers. He windmilled his arms, stumbled, and fell out of the opening in the side of the tree. For a moment, he hung there like a colorful bird before gravity realized its mistake and reminded him. He didn’t have time to scream before he hit the ground below with a crunch.

I stared at the spot where Uncle Barry had been standing and felt my stomach bottom out.

“Oh no,” I said.

“Uncle Barry?” Joey’s voice was weak. He turned to face me, his eyes wide. “Oh, man. I don’t think that’s good at all.”


Eleven



When my mother was dying, I spent a lot of time at West Forest Hospital. It’s a bleak, three-story building in the southern suburbs of Kos Minoo, all sharp edges and flat lines. The tan stucco and dark glass of its façade helped the building blend in with the surrounding forest, but they did nothing to mask the air of pain and sadness that lingered around it. To me, it looked like a weathered tomb. I spent as much time outside its walls as possible, usually sitting on the curb and staring into the Evergreen, where the air was free from antiseptic and the mechanical clicks and beeps of hospital machinery.

Now, I found myself there again, looking into the trees and watching the sun bleed weakly through the branches.

Uncle Barry wasn’t dead, but he had broken thirty-two bones, ruptured his spleen, and acquired a black eye that made him look like a raccoon. Despite his injuries, the doctor expected him to make a full recovery, though he couldn’t approve Barry to go back to work for at least a year.

How am I going to open the Carnival of the Sun without an animal show? I wondered. That used to be one of the main draws.

I had actually begun contemplating how to go back to the Grigsby family, but was drawn out of my thoughts when someone spoke behind me.

“Well. That was a nightmare.” Joey’s voice was unmistakable. “He doesn’t blame you, you know. As it turns out, he doesn’t remember much at all. He was concerned there’d be no one to read poetry to Buckingham—that’s something they do together every night—but after I assured him I’d handle it, he definitely calmed down. Honestly, the most friendly and cooperative I’ve seen him in a decade.”

I continued to stare at the forest. “I don’t see why he should blame me,” I said. “I didn’t do anything.”

Joey shrugged. “You know he can be difficult,” he said. “When I asked him the last thing he remembered, he only talked about washing the birds. Didn’t seem to recall anything after 10 AM this morning. When I mentioned the Carnival of the Sun, he asked me not to talk about it. Said he didn’t like to think about those days and followed it with a ‘good riddance.’ ”

I turned to face him. Joey’s eyes were red—he’d clearly been crying. I loved him for that. His uncle treated him terribly, always had, and yet he still shed tears when he thought something bad might’ve happened to the bitter old man.

“So he’s back to forgetting I ever existed,” I said. “Maybe not the worst thing in the world, given his attitude. He’s, well, a little more egotistical than I remember.”

Joey rolled his eyes. “You can say that again.”

“He treated me like a stranger. You really think he didn’t remember the time I served him a hot dog? I don’t think I could ever forget.”

Joey shrugged. “He’s an odd bird,” he said. “No pun intended.”

We stood in silence for a while. Finally, Joey spoke again. “I still can’t believe you bought the Carnival of the Sun,” he said. “It seems to me you still need someone to run the Terrestrial Pagoda.”

Looking back on it, at first I didn’t understand what my friend was implying. “That’s right. With Uncle Barry gone, I—” Realization dawned on me, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from widening. “You want to work for me?”

Joey must’ve heard the incredulity in my voice, because he looked mildly scandalized.“Why not? I’m a warg, aren’t I?”

“Yeah, but…” I stopped myself before I could say, “I don’t think people are going to pay to have you make worms crawl into their mouths.” Instead, I took a deep breath and said, “But I probably can’t pay you much for a while.”

My friend shook his head and smiled at me like he’d already worked this out. “Obviously,” he said. He spoke slowly, like he would to a small child. “Obviously you can’t pay me right now. I’m not worried about that. I don’t know where you got the money for the place, but I don’t care. It’s none of my business. What I care about is seeing my uncle’s legacy preserved. Following through on his third act. The Amazing Return. Or was it the Great Return?”

Something didn’t add up. Every time we’d met over the last decade, Joey had complained about his uncle. He’d described Barry as “bilious,” “megalomaniacal,” and “miserly.” And those were the nicer ones. When Joey got heated, his invectives would’ve made a sailor blush.

“Joey, do I need to remind you that your uncle really isn’t good to you?” I asked.

Joey looked exasperated. “I know that,” he said. “Fine. I don’t want this for his legacy. I want it for mine.” I must not have looked convinced, because Joey grabbed my arm. “Come on, Max. This is me we’re talking about! Joey! Your friend since childhood. I want this. I need this.” When I didn’t respond, he continued, “Okay, let me put it like this. My entire life, I’ve been nobody. You probably don’t know what that’s like, because everyone always knew you’d be a big deal, but… try to put yourself in my shoes.”

“Me?” I said. Now I knew he was as nutty as his uncle. What have I ever done in my life? I wondered.

“Duh!” Joey looked at me like I was teasing him. “You won Most Likely to Succeed back in high school. And look at you now! You’re an eligible bachelor. You drive that awesome car. You’re good with your hands, you’re renovating that house, and you own the Carnival of the Sun. You’ve got it all!”

I couldn’t believe what he was saying. “Need I remind you that my girlfriend recently broke my heart and that I’m currently paying off a very large mortgage?”

Joey scoffed. “She was never right for you, man. Anyone could see that. You have more kindness in your pinky finger than she has in her entire body.”

I wasn’t going to dignify that with a response. Joey didn’t seem to care—he kept right on going.

“My point is, I’ve been waiting my entire life for something interesting to happen to me.” He held out his scratched arms. “The only thing I’ve ever done is be a whipping boy for my uncle and his birds. I’m pretty good at that, at least.” He lowered his arms and gathered my hands into his. His skin was warm and calloused from his work with the animals. “This could be my big break. Come on, Max. Please.”

I looked Joey in the eyes. Priscilla aside, I’ve always been a good judge of character, and the things I saw reflected in his pupils… they didn’t impress me, exactly, but they made me want to help. Joey wasn’t fierce, aggressive, or wildly ambitious. But he was friendly, loyal, and honest. He wouldn’t set the world on fire, but maybe that wasn’t what I needed.

“All right,” I said. “I’m… open to the idea, at least. But if we’re going to do this, it has to be incredible. So. What can you do?”

“What can I do?” A smile spread across Joey’s face. “Ha. Watch and learn, buddy.”

A look of intense concentration spread across Joey’s face. After a moment, he closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. A vein stood out in his neck and another throbbed over his eye. It looked like he was trying to lift a thousand pounds. He raised his hands toward the sky, fingers outstretched, a shepherd calling miracles down upon his flock. Glistening beads of sweat popped out on his forehead.

“I can do… this!”

At first, nothing happened. I heard the whine of a mosquito near my ear and slapped at it. It disappeared for a moment, but then came back. I slapped at it again.

“Quit making noise!” Joey said. “I’m concentrating.”

“Sorry. Mosquitoes. They’re bad out here.” I scratched my arm. The mere thought of the bloodsuckers made me itchy. When I was a kid, I’d gone camping with my dad one single time; I’d forgotten to put on bug spray and had gotten so many bites I couldn’t go to school for three days.

Joey didn’t seem bothered. His eyes fluttered open, and a grin split his face as he pointed toward the trees. “Look! I did it!”

Something moved amongst the trees. Rather, something moved around the trees, an invisible force that caused the leaves to flutter and the branches to sway. I would’ve said it was the wind, but there wasn’t a breeze. Still, it was more of a presence than something tangible—at least, that was what I thought at first.

Then I realized what was moving the trees and gasped. As I did, my mouth filled with bugs.

“Gak—oh no,” I said, spitting on the ground. As soon as I opened my mouth, more bugs slipped between my lips. “Joey, what have you done?”

The air was full of bugs—mosquitoes, crickets, cicadas, wasps, and flies. They swarmed like seagulls around a child dropping crackers at the beach, forming an opaque wall that blanketed the forest behind.

“Get rid of them!” I howled. “Joey, send them back!”

“Send them… back?” Joey, remarkably unperturbed, adopted an expression of confusion. “I thought you wanted to see what I could do. And look at this, Max—I’m just getting started!”

The ground started to rumble. “No!” I said. “What are you doing now?”

The rumbling got louder. Then a mountain of spiders poured out of the forest, packed so closely together they took the form of a ball. We stood in the eye of a storm of flying insects and watched the dark mass roll toward us.

I was frozen with horror. What had I unleashed? I closed my eyes and willed myself to wake from the nightmare, then let out a little yell when something poked into the bottom of my shoe. Distracted, I lifted my foot and glanced down to see a dozen worms wriggling up from the ground. A moment later, dozens more had taken their place. Soon there were hundreds, then thousands of the pale, wriggling creatures. They shot up from the ground and danced around our feet.

I felt like throwing up. “You can talk to bugs?” I shouted.

“Pretty cool, right? Even if that’s not technically correct… worms don’t have exoskeletons, so they’re not actually bugs. I know what you mean, though. Now… watch this!”

The ground continued rumbling. This time, Joey threw his hands to one side and the worms followed. Joey stopped, flung his hands in the opposite direction, and the worms went the other way.

Wherever he pointed, the worms went.

“Hiyah!” he roared, pointing at my car. The worms surged toward it.

I saw what was about to happen. “Joey, wait!”

But there was no stopping the mass of worms—I wasn’t even sure he could. They dove under my vehicle and then rose all at once, lifting the car four feet into the air. All 2,585 pounds of Amberlin-powered muscle hovered like a hummingbird over a glistening, viscous floor of creepy-crawlies.

My mouth hung open. I tried to speak, but no words came out. Finally, after gasping for several seconds, I managed to squeak, “Joey! Put my car down. Now!”

“Hmm?” Joey’s eyes were half-closed and he moved like a conductor. His hands went one way, then the other, swaying to some unheard music. My cry seemed to shock him out of his reverie. He uttered a quiet “Oh!” as his eyes snapped open and his hands dropped to his waist.

Gravity had claimed Uncle Barry, and now it came for the Scourge of the Black Death. My car didn’t exactly smash into the ground, but it hit harder than I would’ve liked. The suspension gave an agonizing crunch, the chassis uttered a gut-churning creak, and then the car settled.

Please, please be okay, I thought. I didn’t relish the thought of another project, nor did I know how I’d explain to Ned that my beautiful car had been dropped by a… horde of worms?

I ran over to the car and stuck my key in the ignition. Thankfully, it turned on, and nothing seemed to be broken.

“Well, it’s a work-in-progress,” Joey said. He wiped the sweat from his forehead. With his concentration broken, the worms were left to their own devices, and they wasted no time burrowing back into the soil. Within seconds, they were gone, as was the rumbling beneath my feet. “But you get the effect, right?”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “I get it.”

“I’m sure the car is fine,” Joey said. He walked over to my vehicle and slapped the hood. My stomach dropped as the driver-side mirror went limp, falling out of its casing to hang from a bundle of wires. Joey quickly grabbed it. “I’ll, uh, fix that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. It was an easy repair.

I just hope nothing more substantial is damaged, I thought.

Joey released the mirror, letting it hang, and stepped back from the car. “I’ve probably done enough already, right?” he laughed nervously. “So what do you say? Ready to give me a shot? I’m way easier to work with than my uncle!”

I didn’t answer. Poor Joey had looked so excited. How was I going to tell my friend he was more likely to get the Carnival of the Sun shut down than bring in any visitors?

Joey must’ve seen the look on my face, because his smile faltered. “Well,” he said awkwardly, “before you make a decision, can I tell you a story?”


Twelve



“We’ve never talked much about my life before I came to live with Uncle Barry,” Joey said. “For one, I don’t remember it well. I was young. But also, it’s painful to think about that time. I know your parents are gone now too, Max, but when you become an orphan at a young age, life is just… different.”

I nodded. I didn’t know much about Joey’s childhood, but I knew he’d been living in a woodland town called Joriany when it’d been attacked by harpsayers. Joey had survived, though both of his parents had been killed. That was the incident that had caused the army to start pushing for the construction of the Barricade, the wall that separated the civilized lands from places where evil monsters lived. The attack was also the reason Joey had come to live with his uncle outside Kos Minoo.

“My first few years in Kos Minoo weren’t so bad,” Joey continued. “Living at Uncle Barry’s Farm would have been any child’s dream. And in many ways, it was an idyllic childhood. Uncle Barry was stern, though he generally left me to my own devices. I picked berries with birds, drank tea with baboons, and rode lions around the house. Then I started school, and things… changed.”

I remembered Joey as the gangly boy who’d joined my sixth-grade class. Even I’d thought he looked ripe for bullying. He’d shown up for his first day with long red scratches down both calves—a result of playing too roughly with brown bear cubs, I later learned—matted hair, and wild eyes that never seemed to stay in one place for too long. His uncle, who’d never had kids, had dressed Joey in ill-fitting clothes some forty years out of style.

And that wasn’t the worst of it. When our teacher had asked Joey to stand up and introduce himself, Joey did—in the whirrs and clicks of an insect. The poor kid. It took him until high school to shake the nickname “Beetle Boy.”

“As you know, I’m an only child. I’ve never thought about myself like that, because I grew up with so many animal brothers and sisters around me, but it’s true. In many ways, it was nice; it meant I had the attention of all the animals to myself. But it also meant I didn’t really have another person my age to speak with about… well, about anything. I didn’t know how normal kids behaved. I couldn’t bounce ideas off anyone. And I had… feelings that weren’t universally accepted.”

Now I knew where this was going. As difficult as it must’ve been to attend a new school in a new city with only animals for friends, Joey knew from a young age that he was different than his peers in another significant way. Whenever he’d been invited to the table, he’d never joined in conversations about Anna Nipkin, the new center for the Kos Minoo Destroyers, or about which girls in our class would probably make the best kissers. Granted, I hadn’t joined these conversations either, though my reasons were more about a general lack of coolness than anything else. At first, I’d assumed Joey kept quiet for the same reasons. As we got older, I’d learned better.

“It was difficult,” Joey said. “Becoming friends with you and the other guys in high school helped a lot, but there was still some distance between us. I was… lonely, even when I wasn’t alone. Does that make sense?”

“Sure,” I said. I didn’t know exactly what it was like to be in Joey’s situation, though I could sympathize. By the tenth grade, Joey had filled out his gangly teenage body with muscle and learned how to take care of himself. Yet there had still been a wall between him and our friend group, though we hadn’t been mature enough at the time to try and dismantle it.

“My saving grace—or what I thought was my saving grace—appeared during the end-of-year formal when we were in tenth grade. I hadn’t wanted to go, but you guys dragged me there. While you were all inside with your dates, I snuck out and sat on the wall by the cafeteria. I was there for about ten minutes, wallowing in my loneliness, when I heard someone approaching. I turned to see Trent Richards. Remember him?”

I scratched my head. “Vaguely. He played lightball, right?”

Joey nodded. “Yup. He was a senior. Center on the varsity team, going to the University of the Farmlands on an athletic scholarship. He asked if he could sit with me, and I wasn’t in the best mood, so I just shrugged and didn’t respond. And you know what happened then? He sat beside me, put a hand on my shoulder, and said, ‘Don’t worry, Joey. It gets better.’ ”

This was a part of the story I hadn’t known. I knew that Joey and Trent had become friends that summer, but now I sensed we were headed into new territory—for me, at least. From the pain in Joey’s voice, he’d held onto this story for a long time.

Joey laughed humorously. “Do you know what that was like, to finally be seen after half a decade of feeling invisible? I think I fell in love right then and there. You can call me silly or naïve, but that’s the truth. From that point forward, I spent every day with Trent. We met in the woods beyond the lightball pitch after practice. My uncle didn’t care where I was, but we knew Trent’s parents would disapprove, so we were constantly coming up with excuses for him. We started with normal ones: Coach kept him after practice. He was studying. He was hanging out with his friends on the lightball team. When school ended, we had to get more creative. That summer, I worked as Uncle Barry’s assistant in the Terrestrial Pagoda, so I asked Uncle Barry to hire Trent as well. My uncle, stubborn as ever, insisted he didn’t need another assistant, but after a bit of back and forth, he finally helped Trent get a summer job running a ring toss on Main Street.

“The carnival became our safe place. Every morning, Trent had summer lightball practice, and then he’d rush over to the park to work his shift. By the time he’d shut down his booth, I was usually done watering the plants or sweeping guano from the bleachers, so we’d meet for a blissful hour to hold hands and talk about our days before it was time to part ways, return to our respective homes, and wake up to do it all again.

“One night, a few weeks into the summer, Trent came to meet me as I exited the Terrestrial Pagoda. I could tell he was more excited than usual. When I asked him what was up, he told me that he’d gotten permission from his parents to sleep over at his friend Jay’s house that Friday, and that Jay was going to cover for him. Because he didn’t plan on spending the night with Jay—he wanted to spend the night with me.”

“I was as excited as he was. But scared, too. Our plan was to come to work on Friday like normal, though when we finished our shifts, we wouldn’t leave the park. Instead, we’d hide inside the Terrestrial Pagoda until everyone else had left, and then we’d sneak out and have the park to ourselves. I knew Harold, the night watchman, though he was barely capable of holding up a flashlight, much less circling the park. We’d be too quiet for him to realize we were there. And if he did catch us, and somehow managed to chase us, I counted on us being able to get away. Trent was a varsity athlete and one of the fastest runners I knew. I was less athletic, but still fast. There was no way in the world Harold would catch us.”

I smiled as I remembered Harold, the park watchman. He’d been ancient when we were kids. I imagined he’d long since passed, though it was nice to think of him enjoying a sunny retirement in Stonemore.

“As Friday approached, I got progressively more nervous. But then I’d see Trent after our shifts and his big smile, or he’d give my hand a reassuring squeeze, and in those moments I felt like I could do anything.

“When the night finally came, I thought I’d die of fear. I was so scared. I couldn’t believe Trent was so calm. Just like we’d planned, the two of us met before the Terrestrial Pagoda and then hid inside, trying to stifle our laughter as we crouched amongst the dripping ferns and breathed the steamy air. Trent had packed a little picnic with some nuts and cheese, and we took turns feeding each other. It definitely helped distract me from a rising panic.

“I couldn’t believe it was happening. For so long, we’d talked about spending the night together, and now we were doing it. In our favorite place. It felt like a dream. And in many ways… I wish it had been.

“Once the last light in the park went out, we snuck out of the Terrestrial Pagoda. I saw Harold in the distance, bumbling around the other side of the lake near Kiddie Land. I knew he wouldn’t bother us, so we started with a walk, enjoying each other’s company and the solitude of the park. For a while, we followed the slow-moving Harold, making each other laugh into our hands as we tried to get as close to him as possible without being seen. When that got old, we went to the Magic Carpet, holding each other in the dark as we slid through the tube. After a few trips down, Trent pointed to the statue.

“ ‘Let’s swim out there,’ he said.

“ ‘To the statue?’

“ ‘Why not? It’s a warm night. It’ll be romantic. I bet no one else at school can say they’ve kissed beneath the center statue at the Carnival of the Sun.’

“That was what I needed to hear. Each of us stripped down to our boxers, and I couldn’t help but notice how Trent’s body glistened in the moonlight. We left our bundled-up clothes on the shore and slipped into the water, which was surprisingly chilly despite it being summer. But it wasn’t far to the statue, and soon we lay with our backs against the concrete, holding hands as we stared at the stars.”

At that point, I couldn’t help but interrupt. “That was you? Tommy Leon told us the same story, but in his version, he swam out to the statue with Sarah Maundy.”

Joey rolled his eyes. “The same Tommy Leon who told us his father had been kidnapped by dryads when we all knew the guy had run away with his secretary to Stonemore?”

“Good point.”

“Tommy stole my story. He was always stealing everyone’s stories. Do you remember how he told us he rode the Tummy Tickler twenty-six times in a row one summer?”

“He told me twenty-three, but sure.”

“Yeah, well, that wasn’t him. It was Scott Galasso. I could give you a dozen other examples where he did the same thing.”

I shrugged. I didn’t care about Tommy Leon—we’d always been friendly but never friends. The last I’d heard, he’d gone to work as a residential real estate broker for the Grigsby family.

“So there we were on the center platform, romantic as one could get. ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ Trent asked me. I remember thinking it was such a cliché question, but I answered honestly.

“ ‘I’d like to take over my uncle’s job, if I can figure out how to communicate with anything other than bugs. I love wildlife, and it seems like a fun position, though I’m not sure anyone would want to see a bug show.’

“ ‘I think it’s cool you can talk to bugs. I don’t know anyone else who can do it.’

“ ‘Maybe. You? What do you want to be?’

“He rolled over and brought his body on top of mine. We were still damp from the swim, but the air was warm. I could feel the definition of his stomach. ‘I don’t care, as long as we’re together.’ Then he pressed his mouth to mine and my troubles and concerns about the future fell away.

“That was the greatest moment of my life—followed by the worst. A flashlight beam fell upon us a few seconds later from the dock near Main Street. Looking over, I saw the light was held by someone tall and broad-shouldered. Someone who was definitely not Harold.

“ ‘Playtime is over!’ the man shouted. ‘You kids come back here now! No trouble!’

“ ‘Who is that?’ I asked Trent.

“ ‘I’m not sure. Do they have a second night watchman, maybe? Should we try to make a getaway?’

“In the moment, I hadn’t thought about running, though Trent was older, braver, and had more to lose. But as we scrambled to our feet, another light hit us, this one far closer.

“ ‘Gotcha!’ Harold said. The old man stood in the center of a small rowboat not five feet from us, a flashlight in his hands. ‘Thought you could pull a fast one on old Harold, did you? I’ve been catching sneaks in here since before either of you was born.’

“Trent deflated. When I saw that, I lost my resolve. We’d been well and truly caught, and now we’d have to face the consequences. Or perhaps I should say, Trent had to face the consequences. Harold made each of us call our guardians, and like I said, Uncle Barry didn’t really care where I was or what I was doing, but Trent’s parents were strict. They had to come pick him up, and I heard them screaming from the moment they entered the parking lot. Trent spent the rest of the summer under constant supervision, being shuttled between his house and lightball practice. We didn’t talk again before he left for college at the end of that summer.

“So maybe I suffered the consequences, too. At first, I was sad, my heart broken. But then I was angry. Not only at Trent’s parents, who’d forbidden us from seeing each other, but also at Trent. Didn’t he love me? And if so, why wasn’t he doing more to reach me?

“Right at the end of the summer, he… actually came by the Farm. I told Buckingham not to let him inside. I watched him from an upper window as he hung around for a bit, staring at his feet, and then he turned and left. That was it. He went to college and I never heard from him again. I think about him all the time. We were young, I know, but I swear he was the one. I wonder where he is now. I hope he’s happy.”

I waited for Joey to say more, though he was quiet. I remembered Joey had seemed a little off when we’d come back to school for eleventh grade, though I’d thought it was Joey being Joey. To be honest, he always seemed a little off.

“I’m so sorry,” I said after a few moments. “I didn’t know.”

Joey shrugged. “The years have dulled the pain, and I know it wasn’t anyone’s fault. I’ve come to realize Trent’s parents didn’t dislike me because I was gay, but because their son was a first-generation college student and I had the potential to distract him from the scholarship he needed.

“That’s why I want to work the Terrestrial Pagoda now, Max. And why I’ll do it for free. It’s the fulfillment of a childhood dream, but also part of my journey. At one time, the Carnival of the Sun was my happy place. I’d like for it to be that place again.”

It might’ve been the most mature conversation I’d ever had with Joey. Usually we talked about sports, work, or video games. But just like Ned, Joey had an entire ocean of thoughts and feelings that frothed and bubbled beneath his seemingly simple façade. He lived and breathed the experiences that had shaped him, and though we hadn’t talked about it before, I wasn’t surprised to learn that overcoming adversity had forced him to become a thoughtful person.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. If I was re-opening the Carnival of the Sun, people would expect an animal show. And Joey could do something pretty impressive, even if it was… well, odd.

And also… how many other people would work for free?

“Bah, what the heck,” I said. “You want to be the ringmaster of the Terrestrial Pagoda? Let’s go for it.”


Thirteen



Joey was so excited he went straight to the Carnival of the Sun to start planning his show. I wanted to join him, but I had another task.

It was time to recruit my PR agent.

Nervousness gripped me as I navigated the city streets for the second time in as many days. My meeting was going to take place at the Argonaut Café, which was my least-favorite coffee shop in my least favorite part of the city. I didn’t like the shop for a few reasons. One, they charged too much: $8 for a coffee, with a smiling barista who had the nerve to ask for a tip. Except they didn’t come right out and ask for it… they’d turn the too-bright point-of-sale screen toward you and say, “You have to answer a quick question.” Like no one knew what the question was! It was how much you wanted to tip, and the standard 18% wasn’t an option. No, the Argonaut Café had the gall to start at 20% and go up from there. The nerve!

Also, the staff would only let you occupy a table for thirty minutes before they kicked you out—even if you bought something. And I thought their coffee tasted like bitter mud.

But the real reason I was nervous was because of whom I was meeting. If you wanted your car fixed, Ned was your man. If you needed to talk to animals, there was no one better than Uncle Barry—and if he wasn’t available and you were okay with bugs instead, his nephew would serve in a pinch.

However, when it came to getting out the word about a new project, no one had a finger on the pulse like Ms. Priscilla Bennett, the woman who’d broken my heart… and the best PR agent for a thousand miles.

I saw her outside the Argonaut, sitting under a heat lamp. Her purse rested in her lap, and inside it was a bundle of brown fur known as Chou-Chou. Priscilla’s beloved Pomeranian had never liked me, and I wasn’t a fan of the dog either. She was nasty, and her attitude only seemed to get worse over time. It didn’t help that the dog was famous—she had her own social media channel with over a million followers.

Supposedly, the dog was a fortune teller. Every Sunday, Priscilla threw a bunch of multi-colored stones on the ground and let Chou-Chou sniff them. The color of the first stone the dog approached was named the “Color of the Week.” Each of the colors meant different things about the future.

For instance, if Chou-Chou went to a red stone, it meant you should be bold that week. Purple was a sure sign you were going to make some money.

Or is that green? I wondered. I couldn’t remember. I did know that gray was the worst… if gray was the Color of Week, it meant you shouldn’t leave the house.

I found the whole thing to be ridiculous. But the dog’s fans took it seriously. Like, really seriously.

That’s right. Over a million people around the world made substantive decisions about their lives based on the whims of a snappy Pomeranian who’d bitten me more times than I cared to count.

Priscilla had a coffee in one hand and a phone in the other, and she stared so intently at the screen she hadn’t yet noticed me. That was fine—I needed a few extra minutes to compose myself. I went inside, placed my order, and immediately regretted it as the barista told me the total. When I tried to pay, the barista shook her head. “It’s all settled,” she said, pointing to Priscilla. “That woman over there covered you.”

“She paid for my drink?” I asked. The barista nodded. “How’d you know it was me?”

“You misunderstand, sir. She paid for everyone.”

I was tempted to add a breakfast burrito to the order but valiantly resisted. Instead, I accepted my coffee and walked outside to join Priscilla.

Priscilla had slender cheekbones, a graceful neck, and warm, toast-colored skin. Her smile was bright and perfect, and although she’d dyed her hair blonde, her eyebrows, eyes, and roots were all the same chocolate brown they’d always been. She had a broad forehead and a soft chin. Today, mirrored lenses covered her eyes.

She’d put away her phone and was now negotiating with Chou-Chou over a tube of lipstick, which the dog had pulled out of her purse and was trying to eat. Priscilla snatched it away, gave the dog a light swat on the nose, and shoved the lipstick back into her purse. “Touche pas, Chou-Chou!” she said.

Ah yes. How could I have forgotten she only spoke French to the dog? Chou-Chou had been purchased from Monsieur Jacques Boucher, a sixth-generation breeder, so Priscilla insisted on communicating with the dog in “the language of her birth.”

Priscilla looked up just as I came around the far side of the table and flashed me a tight-lipped smile. It’d been months since we’d last seen each other.

“I’m glad you called, Max,” she said. “I thought you’d spend an eternity cursing my name every time you thought of me. Roselle says we feel when that happens, even if we don’t hear it. I couldn’t stand the thought.”

Roselle, Priscilla’s best friend, was a psychic. At least, that’s what she claimed. I’d never seen any proof besides an apartment filled with an absurd number of crystals. The two of them—and Chou-Chou, too, I guess—were living proof that birds of a feather really did flock together.

Chou-Chou leaned forward to sniff at me disdainfully. I was about to hold out my hand for her to sniff before I remembered just what those needle-sharp teeth felt like sinking into my fingers.

Just when you think the two of you have an understanding, she turns around and bites you, I thought. Like her owner, honestly.

I smiled at Priscilla. “I wanted a free coffee,” I said. “Business must be good if you’re buying for everyone.” I lifted my steaming mug to her and she looked at me expectantly. I took a sip. It tasted like bitter mud. “It’s terrific. Thanks.”

Priscilla shrugged nonchalantly, like it hadn’t cost her anything to buy $8 drinks for an entire shop filled with customers. And what did I know? Maybe it hadn’t.

“Business is good, but that’s neither here nor there,” Priscilla sniffed, and Chou-Chou bared her teeth. The dog really hated me. “Max, you know I’d always make time for you, even with Brandon in the picture. But I need to know, what did you say to him yesterday? He was furious when he called me.”

“He didn’t tell you?”

“I couldn’t get in a word around the screaming. I told him to calm down and call me back. Haven’t heard from him since.”

“How mature.”

Priscilla readjusted her purse under one arm and Chou-Chou let out a little bark. “If you’ve come to make fun of my boyfriend, I can⁠—”

We were interrupted by a gasp from beyond the railing. I looked up to see two teenage girls, one dressed in a bubblegum-pink jumpsuit and the other wearing what appeared to be nothing more than an oversized nightshirt. Bubblegum wore a necklace of pigeon feathers and jade beads, and Nightshirt had so many rings on she would’ve triggered a metal detector.

Bubblegum was the one who had gasped. She pressed her hands to her cheeks in a comic expression of surprise and stared down at our table.

At Chou-Chou.

“Oh. My. Gawd!” Bubblegum said. “Is that her? Were we seriously walking down the street without knowing we were so close to a celebrity? We must’ve looked so dumb!”

“So dumb,” Nightshirt murmured. She glanced down at her galoshes, which were made of clear plastic, leaving her blue socks underneath visible. “I can’t stand us.”

“I’m like, her number-one fan,” Bubblegum gushed to Priscilla. “Last week, I wasn’t going to go meet my friend Jamie at Club Rooster, but Chou-Chou said it was a purple week, so I decided to take courage and I went out and saw Jamie but also met the cutest boy and tomorrow night we’re going for a walk along the East River!” She glanced toward Chou-Chou. “Bonjour, ma reine,” she said. “Puis-je prendre une photo?”

Priscilla looked at Chou-Chou. I looked at Chou-Chou. Now everyone was looking at Chou-Chou; the devilish ball of fur stared stupidly at a passing car, her pink tongue hanging out of her mouth and her chest heaving in time with the rapid beating of her grape-sized heart.

“Oui?” Priscilla said, as if the dog had somehow understood the girl’s request. “Est-ce qu’elle peux prendre une photo?”

I don’t know what type of response Priscilla saw, but she must’ve gotten something from the dog, because a moment later she looked at Bubblegum and said, “Yes, it’s appropriate. But don’t touch her. This week is gray. We shouldn’t be out of the house at all.”

“Oh, I know,” Nightshirt said dourly.

“Oh. My. Gawd!” Bubblegum squawked again. “I know it’s a gray week, but this is seriously the best day ever. Okay, Harriet, look cute.”

“Max?” Priscilla said.

“Hmm?” I realized she wanted me to take the picture. “Oh. Sure.” I took Bubblegum’s phone, which was covered in a hundred tiny cartoon bananas, and pointed it at the small group.

“Dites fromage,” I said. No one laughed. Nightshirt looked like she was about to vomit from the nerves of meeting her hero. Bubblegum held up a peace sign and pursed her lips. I snapped a few pics and handed the phone back to Bubblegum.

“Wow,” she whispered. “Just… wow. Merci, merci. Au revoir!”

The two girls took off. Once they were out of sight, I glanced back at Priscilla. “Where were we?”

Priscilla lifted her coffee. “You were in the middle of insulting Brandon.”

“No, no. That’s not where I was going. I’m sorry about that. What I was trying to say was, I… came into some money, recently. I bought the Carnival of the Sun.”

Several things happened at once. Priscilla had just taken a sip of coffee but promptly coughed with my words. She barely managed to force the liquid down her throat, and wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.

“The what?” she said. “So that’s why Brandon was angry. I don’t know how you did it, but you need to be careful. The Grigsby’s can be dangerous when they want something, and…” She leaned forward, her next words delivered conspiratorially: “We’re in enough danger already simply by being outside. As you already know, Chou-Chou named it a gray week!”

I thought about telling her how ridiculous that sounded, but I knew better than to insult Chou-Chou. I needed something from Priscilla and that meant playing ball. I took a sip of my bitter coffee.

“Dangerous?” I said after I’d swallowed. “How do you mean?”

Priscilla only shook her head. “He said he tried to buy your car. I told him he shouldn’t have done that—I know you love that thing. To be honest, that was all I could understand from his yelling, but this… this makes sense. His family wants that property badly. So, why are we here? Have you changed your mind? Do you want me to broker a deal? I’ve got to say, Max, that’s probably the smart decision. Get what you can out of the thing and move on.”

Honestly, I’d thought about it. But I wasn’t giving in to Brandon Grigsby. In that moment, all I could do was hope I was making the right decision.

“I’m not selling the property,” I replied. “But I do need your help. I plan on reopening the park, and that’s big news. We both know you’re the best person around at getting out the word on projects. I can fault you for a lot of things, Priscilla, but I can’t argue with that.” She sniffed. “So I need your help here. Please. I haven’t done a lot of great things in my life, but I think this is my chance to really make a difference.”

To Priscilla’s credit, she seemed to thoughtfully consider the request. “That would put me in the uncomfortable position of going against the interests of my significant other,” she said slowly. “And on a gray week, no less. What makes you think I’d do anything like that?”

A sudden yell caught my attention. I thought it was another fan, but when I turned I saw a monster—a gnoll. He stood some fifteen feet away, wearing cut-off jean shorts that barely contained his massive thighs, and he carried a boombox on one shoulder.

Of the many types of monsters, people were most often scared of gnolls. Which was silly, when you looked at the numbers. Statistically, humans were 50 times more likely to cause a problem than gnolls—and yet the prejudice remained.

The gnoll met my gaze and I swear he winked at me. Then he turned to the coffee-sipping yuppie nearby who’d yelled—out of fright, I now realized, not with the excited recognition of a celebrity—and flashed a sinister grin. His teeth were long and yellow and presented a rather unnerving sight. His boombox hadn’t been on, but the monster reached up with a hairy finger and set it blasting. A moment later, a heavy baseline rocked the sitting area, immediately followed by a chorus of loud yips and growls.

“Ew, ew, ew!” Priscilla hissed. “Can you believe it, Max? The nerve! To bother all these nice people!” Chou-Chou had begun barking madly, so Priscilla rested a hand on the dog’s fuzzy head and pressed her deeper into the purse. “Calmez-vous,” she whispered. “Ma cherie, mon bébé.”

I glanced around the seating area. Two of the men nearby had stood up as if to confront the monster, but the rest cowered in their chairs. The monster stood there, lips pulled back in a snarl as he, too, surveyed the group. Then, after a moment, he turned and shuffled down the street. His music lingered for a moment, then faded as he got farther away.

“Unbelievable,” Priscilla said, shaking her head. “Someone needs to clean up this city. I can’t believe those… things are allowed to bother nice people like that.”

I didn’t argue with her—I knew exactly where she stood on the matter, and the two of us had already argued enough for one lifetime. I wasn’t going to change her mind. Besides, I had other things to discuss.

“We didn’t end things very well, did we?” I asked.

Priscilla tore her gaze from the retreating gnoll and looked at me in surprise. After a moment, she looked away. “I… guess not,” she said.

“What you did wasn’t right, and we both know it,” I continued. “Now you have a chance to make it up to me. Help me with this one thing, Priscilla, and I’ll consider everything settled. I’ll forgive you completely.”

Chou-Chou stared up at me from within Priscilla’s purse. Heck—maybe the dog did have a sixth sense. Priscilla didn’t seem to realize as she rested a hand on the dog’s fuzzy head. Because of Priscilla’s sunglasses, I couldn’t see her eyes, but her lifted brow told me they’d gone wide. “You’d do that?”

“Lend me a hand and consider it done.”

“And you won’t tell Brandon that I’m helping you?”

“It’ll be our secret.”

“Mon dieu,” Priscilla whispered. “Wait until Roselle hears about this.” She extended a hand across the table; I took her delicate fingers in my own and we shook. There was no romance in the gesture, and I no longer trusted Priscilla on a personal level, but when it came to business, I knew her word was solid.

She released the handshake and glanced down at her dog. “And you said it was a gray week,” she said. “Ha!”


Fourteen



My days became routine. Every morning, I woke up, threw on my cleanest pair of dirty jeans, and made my way to the Carnival of the Sun. Then, with my breath steaming in the cold, I unlocked the gates and got to work.

My work involved cutting, trimming, sawing, banging, grunting, sweating, mopping—and more grunting. In general, anything wooden had rotted through and needed to be replaced… and there was a lot of wood. At around 11:00 AM each day I stopped for lunch—usually a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and some carrot sticks, with a small piece of chocolate for dessert—and then I continued working past sunset. I’d get into my car only after the bullfrogs started singing from the trees, at which point I drove home, ate dinner from a can, and fell into bed, ready for my alarm to wake me up a few hours later so I could start the process again.

Occasionally, my work overlapped with the others. The crew included me as well as the world’s best mechanic, the most impressive PR agent in Kos Minoo, and… Joey, master of bugs. After what I’d witnessed at the hospital, I still didn’t have high hopes for my childhood friend, but so far he’d surprised me.

He showed up to work on time each day, his pants and shirt pressed and a steaming mug of coffee in hand. Slowly, the Terrestrial Pagoda started to come alive. First, Joey cleared away the green lichen that covered the old wood. Then—and I didn’t see this happen, but Ned told me it was one of the craziest things he’d ever witnessed—Joey summoned an army of carpenter ants to gnaw away any rotten wood. There was a lot of it in the old building that had sat, unused and exposed to the elements for over a decade, but Joey and his ants cleared it out in a morning.

It should have been my responsibility to replace the beams and timbers, though Joey came through again, maneuvering them through the gates on the backs of thousands of industrious centipedes and getting them into position. After that, all I’d needed to do was come through with a nail gun and make sure nothing was loose.

Joey wasn’t the only one working hard. Ned came in every morning with a smile on his face and hot cocoa in hand; his beverages were always gone by evening, but his cheerfulness remained. No matter the problem, he attacked it with enthusiasm. Within a few weeks, Kiddie Land was completely fixed and ready to go, so he then turned his attention to Thrill City.

I became a little nervous the day I walked through Adventure World and found Ned staring at the planks covering the window that looked into the Evergreen. My friend had a faraway look on his face. In that moment, I remembered what he’d told me about his wife and how she’d gone to find her heart tree. She was out there somewhere.

“Ned?” I said. “You okay?”

Ned shook himself like he’d woken from a deep sleep. “Hmm?” he said, turning to face me. “Yeah, I’m fine. What’s up?”

I glanced toward the planks. “Never mind.”

Later that day, when I approached him about the situation, he waved me off, smiled cheerfully, and once again proclaimed that he felt fine. He didn’t mention it again, and I decided to forget about it, at least for the moment.

Priscilla put in good work, which I’d known she would. What she did was clever. She understood the nostalgic association people had with the Carnival of the Sun, so she created a contest that asked people to write in with a story about their favorite memory. The five winners would not only get their story put up in big letters on the carnival gates, but would also earn the right to be one of the first people to come back into the park—with free tickets, of course.

To advertise the contest, Priscilla blasted the headline from the rooftops: LOVE THE CARNIVAL OF THE SUN? WIN FREE TICKETS NOW! She also hired a dozen social media influencers to post about their own entries to the contest. Had any of them visited the carnival? No idea. But they were called “influencers” for a reason, and soon we had thousands of contest entries pouring in from all over the city. The biggest bump in entries came when Priscilla posted about us from Chou-Chou’s account. No doubt if the dog had her way, I’d be food for Joey’s worms.

The three of us worked throughout the winter, the sounds of hammering and banging filling the chill air week after week. As Priscilla’s messaging started to get out, we weren’t the only ones showing up at the carnival each morning. Every day, someone came to watch us work and ask questions about the project, and then the visitors multiplied until I was forced to put a chain over the entrance to keep nosy neighbors from driving their cars right up to the gates and poking their way inside.

Slowly, the place came together. I called in a favor with my friend who owned a construction company, and he straightened out the gravel in the parking lot. I didn’t need to buy new product—we spread around what was already there.

Beams were cut, sanded, and nailed; wires were snipped, stripped, and reattached to bring the electric up to code. Pipes connected old faucets to new tanks. Wheels were replaced and bearings were lubricated. Rust was chipped away and holes were patched and painted. Bulbs were changed, speakers were fixed, and the arcade games got new buttons. Hinges were oiled. Floors were swept and mopped.

The old jukebox near the food stands got a fresh set of records. Meanwhile, the aging pinball machines received meticulous cleaning and recalibration. Outside, the flower beds were tended, with weeds pulled, flowers planted, and pathways neatly edged. The swings were inspected, their chains oiled, and their seats scrubbed clean. Dust was chased from every nook and cranny, from the highest rafters to the deepest corners, until the entire space had undergone a transformation, emerging vibrant and renewed, ready to welcome guests once more.

Oh. And everything—everything!—received a brand-new coat of paint.

One problem persisted: the little mascot near the park’s front gates. It was the one shaped like a boy holding a stone sun, and it still wasn’t spinning by itself. It was crazy, really—Ned had figured out how to fix everything else, but this single challenge stumped him. We’d gotten to the point where we’d taken the thing apart, put it back together, stripped all the old wiring, reinstalled it, and it still had a defunct piece of equipment. It was, as Ned said, “a real head scratcher.”

“I can’t figure it out,” Ned said, eyeing the structure for about the thousandth time. He pointed at it with his wrench. “The axles spin nicely. We replaced the motor.” He pointed toward the ornamentation’s base. “The wires run correctly. They go back to that junction box”—I followed the tip of his wrench to my office—“that runs to the power station. This is crazy, Max. I can get the thing to spin with my hand, but it’s not working automatically.”

At that moment, I heard the backfire of a car engine. Startled, I glanced toward the parking lot to see a beat-up Recordo Royal clunking its way across the gravel.

“Did you leave the chain down?” I said. My eyes drifted to the chain, but no—the long line of silver links kept its silent vigil. I could see the glint of light on the golden lock.

“Swear I put it back,” Ned said. “I was the last one in, but I know I locked it. But then how did that car get into the lot? Ugly sucker, that is. I haven’t seen a Royal in ages.”

He was right about its ugliness. As to his question, I had no idea.

There was something beautiful in the Royal’s ugliness. It was so hideous I couldn’t look away. Obviously I didn’t find anything attractive in its chipped maroon paint, awkward angles, and cracked glass, and yet… it had character. I loved the sleek, glossy black of my own vehicle, but I found myself appreciating the Royal for what it was. I realized I couldn’t wait to meet the driver.

The car stopped, the door opened, and out stepped a gnoll.

She was seven feet tall and wore trousers, an ill-fitting felt sports jacket, and a tweed cap. The cracked leather seats creaked as she stood. Brown, furry ears stuck out from either side of the cap. Her pants ended at her shins, revealing fur the same color as her ears and massive paws with dull black nails. Each of her feet was as big as my head and looked like they might leave divots wherever she walked.

“Dormouse,” she grunted.

“Excuse me?”

The gnoll jerked a furry thumb at herself. “Dormouse.”

I realized what she was saying. “Nice to meet you, uh, Dormouse. We’re closed, though. If you want to come back in the spring, we’ll be holding a grand op—uh, what are you doing?”

The gnoll ignored my rehearsed response. Instead, she slammed the car door and strode toward us.

I don’t know if you’ve ever had a seven-foot creature with fangs the size of your index finger walk toward you, but it’s frightening… even when you know that, statistically, said entity is unlikely to hurt you.

“Um. Uh… I…” I stepped backward. If Dormouse had been a person, I might’ve pressed my point, but I found myself speechless.

“Now see here!” Ned said. Good old Ned. He stepped in front of me, brandishing his wrench. “We won’t allow you to—hey!”

Without breaking stride, Dormouse grabbed the wrench from Ned’s hand. If he hadn’t let go of it, I have no doubt he would’ve been yanked into the air. With her other hand, she gave him a light push. She’d hardly touched him, though the slight mechanic stumbled back several steps before tripping over his own feet and landing on the ground with a thud.

“Sorry,” Dormouse rumbled. She stopped before the mascot, towering over it, and then glanced at the wrench. She gave it an appraising once-over, nodded once, then cocked her arm back and smacked the mascot with a blow that, had it connected with my head, would’ve taken it off at the shoulders.

Ding. The sound of metal smacking metal rang in the chill air.

“No!” I shouted. In that moment, I didn’t care about my own safety—I’d gone through a lot to take control of the park, and now this gnoll was trying to destroy it. I stepped forward and grabbed Dormouse’s arm, which was as stiff and unyielding as a bar of steel. “Dormouse, I don’t know what you’re doing, but⁠—”

“Fix,” Dormouse said.

“I don’t think that⁠—”

“Look!” It was Ned’s voice. I turned to face him, my hand still locked around the gnoll’s wrist, and saw the mascot had started to turn—on its own volition.

“Did you work on that earlier?” I asked Ned. His eyes were wide and he shook his head.

“I didn’t,” he said. He got to his feet and dusted himself off. “I didn’t touch a darn thing.”

Slowly, I let my eyes drift up to Dormouse, who stared down at me with a grin on her face. I released her wrist.

“You… you fixed it,” I said. “How did you know how to do that?”

I’d never seen a gnoll blush before, but as I watched the redness move up her neck, visible under her thick coat of brown fur, I realized there was a first time for everything. Clearly Dormouse had some skill, though she seemed to be shy about showing it. As I looked at her, she glanced down at her feet and shrugged nervously.

“Dormouse fix,” she said quietly.

“Wow-ee!” Ned exclaimed. Any fear he’d previously displayed—and any anger he might’ve had against Dormouse for pushing him—were gone as he stepped toward the mascot. “Look at that! Spinning like a top.”

“Dormouse work?” came her voice from behind me.

I looked back at the gnoll and realized she’d come looking for a job. “Ned? What do you think?”

“Well…” For a moment, I thought the mechanic would say no. Then he glanced at the fixed mascot. “A few projects could use another pair of helping hands.” He glanced at Dormouse’s paws. “Or claws, as it were.”

“Dormouse fix!” Dormouse said again, this time with more excitement.

I glanced at the mechanically inclined gnoll’s beat-up car. “If it has Ned’s thumbs-up, I’m not opposed to another mechanic,” I said. “But I don’t have money. I can pay you, but it won’t be until after the carnival opens.”

Dormouse shrugged. “Dormouse fix,” she said a third time.

As she hadn’t said much beyond those few words, I wanted to make sure she understood. It was important for me to be on the same page as my crew, because the last thing I wanted was for someone to think I was taking advantage of them.

“You’d do that?” I said. “You’d work for me knowing I can’t pay you right now?”

The gnoll rolled her eyes. Then she pointed to herself. “Dormouse.” She extended her arm toward the carnival. “Fix!”

I smiled at her and held out my hand. “In that case, welcome to the crew,” I said.


Fifteen



Three months passed.

Slowly but surely, the carnival came together. Almost every day, it looked a little better than it had the day before, and it wasn’t long before almost every item on my long to-do list had a check-mark beside it.

Just over a week before the carnival was supposed to open, I was working on the Tummy Tickler when I ran across a tightly wrapped bundle of wires. I didn’t know what they were, where they went, or what they were connected with on either end. As I’d learned during many renovation projects, unidentified wires meant “stop.” Moving forward with a project before you’d checked in with a certified electrician was a good way to get shocked—or worse.

Although I was loath to stop my progress, I looked for Ned. The last I’d spoken to him, he’d been working in Thrill City. I made my way there, though the only noise I heard came from inside the Terrestrial Pagoda. Over the past few weeks, I’d become used to the sounds of chittering and the rumbling caused by insects moving through the earth.

Maybe Joey knows where to find Ned, I thought. I pushed my way into the building and was greeted by a sight that took my breath away.

In the middle of the room stood Joey, dressed in a suit made from spider silk. He had his eyes closed, his arms outstretched, and he was surrounded by a swarm of dragonflies. There must’ve been thousands of them, all different shapes and sizes, from thick brown ones to tinier iridescent ones that glinted in shades of red, green, yellow, purple, and blue. As I watched, they quickly arranged themselves into formation, their thin bodies and gossamer wings spelling a word: WELCOME. A moment later, they rearranged themselves, and the first word became two more: TO THE.

I knew what was coming next, though I still held my breath. Joey was doing it! I’d put trust in my friend those months ago and he was making good on his promise to create something as spectacular as the show his uncle had once put on in the same room. As I watched, the dragonflies rearranged themselves yet again, forming the word TERRESTRIAL. And you know what came next: PAGODA.

I couldn’t help it—I clapped. As I did, Joey’s eyes shot open. With his concentration broken, the dragonflies immediately scattered. They flew in a thousand different directions. Instinctively, I covered my head. A second later, I brought my hands away and cautiously opened my eyes, but all the dragonflies were gone.

Joey stood alone in the center of the room, his spider-silk suit glinting silver in the low light. “Ah, sorry about that,” he said. “Still working on the show.”

“Don’t apologize!” I started toward him. “Joey, that was fantastic!”

My friend blushed. “Well.” He shrugged. “Like I said, it’s a work in progress. I imagine lots of people are going to be clapping during the real show, and if I can’t keep my concentration now, I’m definitely not going to be able to hold it then. That’s a problem.”

“I don’t disagree, though I think it’s still important to count the wins,” I said.

Joey nodded. “True. What’s up? Or did you come to see the show?”

I’d been so entranced with Joey’s act that I’d forgotten why I’d come to see him in the first place. “I’m looking for Ned,” I said. “Do you know where he is?”

“Oh yeah! He told me he was heading out.”

“Out?” I asked. “Hmmm.” That was odd. In all our time working together, Ned had never left the park before dark. “Did he say where he was going?”

Joey shook his head. “Nope. Said he left a note in your office though.”

“Got it. Thanks, Joey.”

“Of course! Want to see the spider segment? I think I’ve gotten the tarantulas under control. They’re not running wild in the stands anymore, at least. As long as you stand completely still and don’t make any sudden movements, you should be fine. Yeah.”

I flashed him a smile I hoped didn’t look too forced. “Uh, I’ll let you get back to it,” I said, very much wanting to avoid the tarantulas. “I really need to find Ned. Appreciate the offer, though. And keep up the good work!”

“You got it, boss,” Joey said. Before he could start in on the spider segment of the show, I quickly turned and ran out of the building.

I wasn’t worried about Ned, so I made my way to the office casually, unable to stop myself from reflecting how far we’d come with the entire park. Three months before, when I’d pulled the Scourge of the Black Death up to the park’s front gates, I’d had no idea what I was doing. And… I still didn’t know, exactly, but I had good people behind me and we’d made true progress.

Ned was done with most of the mechanicals. Joey was proving himself capable. Priscilla and Chou-Chou had generated excitement that continued to build with each passing day. I’d managed to make a new friend in Dormouse, and even if she wouldn’t call us friends, she was one heck of a worker, and the trust we’d established was worth a lot.

And to think I considered selling the park to Brandon Grigsby. I shook my head in disbelief, the hint of a smile on my lips. What a mistake that would’ve been!

Of course, I should’ve known the world would put me in my place.

As Joey had said, I found Ned’s note on my desk. It sat by itself, the cream paper juxtaposed with the dark wood, the handwriting surprisingly crisp and clear. It read like this:

Dear Max,

The past three months have been some of my best for the past decade. Working on the Carnival of the Sun has given me a reason to get up in the morning that I haven’t had since Kyra went back to the Evergreen. But it has also given me the time and space I’ve needed to realize that I’ll never be complete without her.

As promised, I’ve left the Carnival of the Sun in a good position. I’d say I’m most of the way done with the repairs, and I’m confident Dormouse can handle the rest. She’s a rare talent and you’re lucky to have her—even if her fur clogs half our gears (don’t tell her I said that, though she’d probably admit as much herself).

I’ve gone into the Evergreen. Please don’t worry about me. I’m serious. I’ll either find my love or be buried in the woods. Either way, I’ll be happy.

Thank you for the opportunity and best of luck with the opening.

Your friend,

Ned

PS - If I find out you tried to come for me, I’ll be really angry. Might come back and undo all the work I did. Or I’ll get my ghost to do it.

I’m serious… don’t come for me.

PPS… PSS? I’m not sure. I know how much you love my mother’s cocoa recipe and I can’t bear the thought of you starting a morning without it. The secret is… there is no secret. I make it from a mix. I do whip it with a whisk for a bit before I serve it, though.

My stomach dropped into my boots.

The Evergreen housed the dryads and crakes, but if the rumors were true, it was also home to other things. Hungry things. Evil things. Vampires, harpies, and beli’ezels, and all manner of other real monsters that human parents had been using to scare their children for centuries. All the wildness that slipped past the monster hunters and the army trying to push them west and now waited like reaver centipedes in the shadows, building up power for the day they’d step into the light.

And my mechanic had walked into their home.

Could I blame him? Not really. Who amongst us hasn’t dreamed of a love that would move mountains? From what he’d told me, his relationship hadn’t ended because of financial strain, or because one person had broken another’s trust, or because they’d lost attraction for each other. No, he’d failed because he’d been afraid to fight.

To be honest, I thought that was reasonable. But now he was fighting—and I thought that was reasonable, too. And not only reasonable, but heroic.

And stupid.

“Oh Ned,” I said to the empty room. “What have you done?”

There was only one solution. An ugly one, to be sure, and certainly not the one Ned wanted, but it was the only way forward. The only way to help a friend, even though he didn’t want me to.

I needed to head into the Evergreen.

The backpack I brought to work each day leaned against my desk and I lifted it by one strap. Inside, I found my lunch for the day—still uneaten—as well as a few snack bars, a bottle of water, a clean rag, and my rope. Those were useful, but I wouldn’t head into the Evergreen without a means of defending myself.

Hmm, I thought. There was nothing on my desk that would make a good weapon, unless I planned on killing a beli’ezel with a paperclip. My old desktop computer wouldn’t do much either, unless I could convince a siren to sit still long enough for me to bash it over the head—which I didn’t think was likely.

On the far wall, I saw my tools. Something there will do nicely, I thought. A screwdriver wasn’t much use, and neither was my nail gun, which packed a punch but needed to be plugged in. I couldn’t see myself strangling a vampire with a tape measure or holding back a vicious harpsayer with a stud finder, so I let my eyes continue to wander until they finally settled on my hammer.

That’s the one. I lifted the hammer, testing its weight, and then slipped it into my belt. It wouldn’t do much against a beli’ezel, but I didn’t expect to run into one of those. For good measure, I also snagged a Carnival-of-the-Sun flashlight that I’d found inside the office after I’d bought the park. After giving it a quick test, I slipped it into my backpack. Then I walked outside.

The Evergreen was dangerous but I wasn’t foolish enough to head into its depths without telling anyone. You should let Dormouse know where you’re going, I thought as I walked to the arcade, which was where I’d last seen the gnoll. However, when I got there, she wasn’t fixing one of the machines; she stood in the entrance with her arms crossed, like she’d been waiting for me.

“Dormouse comes,” she rumbled.

I raised an eyebrow. “How do you know what I’m doing?” I asked. “Besides, I need you here. The carnival is opening soon and those games need to be operational.”

In response, Dormouse growled, the low rumble and flash of her fangs setting me even more on edge. “Dormouse comes,” she insisted, and I quickly nodded. I didn’t know how she’d fare as a tracker, though gnolls were famed for their senses of smell; since I was headed into the Evergreen, I figured it couldn’t hurt to have five hundred pounds of canine muscle at my back. That didn’t explain how she’d known where I was going, but I was thankful for her help.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s go.”

We searched for hours. As a kid growing up on the outskirts of the Evergreen, I’d learned to recognize which plants were innocuous and which had dangers hidden beneath their petals. Once, I steered Dormouse away from oily venomweed—called that because of the sheen on its broad, triangular leaves that would turn human skin red and irritated for weeks—and three different times I pointed out tri-colored barbroot, an innocent-enough-looking bit of flora that, if so much as brushed, would shoot out thousands of tiny, needle-like hairs. I also saw traces of a slithering man-eater: a rare carnivorous plant that used its roots like arms to create pit traps in the earth. I steered us well clear of those, however, so we didn’t see the plant’s main body, which generally inhabited the biggest of its traps.

For her part, Dormouse deterred the more dangerous fauna—at least, I figured she did, because I didn’t so much as see another creature. That didn’t mean they weren’t there, though if they were, they didn’t bother us. As a tasty morsel with a very limited ability to physically defend myself, I couldn’t imagine their absence was because of me.

Dormouse also proved to be a capable tracker. As she led the two of us through the undergrowth, she pointed out things I hadn’t seen, like a print that only could’ve come from a boot, or a thread of string clinging to a rough scrap of bark.

However, as the day wore on, I became increasingly convinced Ned had intentionally taken the most circuitous route possible. Either that, or Dormouse didn’t have any idea where she was going. At that point we were two hours into our journey, and I swear I’d seen the same clearing three different times. The fourth time we passed a gully overhung with a bridge made of mildewed rope and rotting wooden planks, I knew we were heading in circles.

“Dormouse, stop,” I said. I sat on a rock to rest my legs. I was plastered with sweat and covered with tiny, furry seeds that clung to my pants and shirt. Many of them looked innocent enough, but given a day, some sun, and a bit of moisture, even the most innocuous-looking seed could turn into a slithering man-eater—or worse. I’ll have to make sure I get those off before I go back home, I thought. “I think we’re headed in circles and I don’t know if we’re any closer to Ned than we were when we started.”

Dormouse sniffed the air. Her ears pricked up and she looked west. I knew it was west because although the forest had grown dark, the little light that filtered through the treetops came from that direction.

“Close to Ned… no,” she replied. My heart dropped. “Max right. We go home now.”

“What?” I said. I jumped from the rock and shook my head, definitely not planning to leave my friend alone in the Evergreen—especially not at night. “How can we leave, Dormouse? We have to continue looking!”

Dormouse crossed her arms. “No.”

Now I crossed my arms. Maybe it was silly to stand up to a several-hundred-pound gnoll, but Ned was my friend, and I wasn’t going to let him down. “Yes.”

I heard a predatory growl. “No.”

“Ye—”

Dormouse shoved me. I don’t think she meant to do it very hard, but she was so much bigger and stronger than me that I went flying. I was about to yell at her for getting physical with me when a dark shape slammed into the ground right where I’d been standing. If Dormouse hadn’t shoved me to one side, I would’ve lost my head.

Gasping, I looked at the creature. It was a death hawk. It looked a lot like a regular hawk, with black, beady eyes and iridescent feathers, except it was three times as big. From what I heard, there were other types of “death” creatures—bigger than they should’ve been, and hungrier—but in the Evergreen we only had death hawks and death opossum.

The death hawk’s beak was razor-sharp steel, a foot long and honed to a fine edge. It’d hit the ground with such force that it was now stuck. Somehow, although it couldn’t open its mouth, it managed to make horrible keening sounds that sent shivers up my neck. I froze, staring into its obsidian eyes as it frantically tried to free itself.

Luckily, Dormouse didn’t show the same hesitation. With a roar, she pulled the massive wrench from her belt and swung it with all her might. She might as well have used a bat. She hit the bird so hard that it exploded.

At least, that was what it looked like. It took my brain another moment to catch up with my eyes. When it did, I realized Dormouse’s blow had knocked the bird clear across the gully. It got to its feet, shot us an annoyed glare, and then gave an indignant squawk before flapping its wings and flying into the forest to bother easier prey.

When it was gone, I turned to look at Dormouse. The gnoll shoved the wrench back into her belt and stared across the gully, her arms crossed. I couldn’t read the expression on her face. Then she turned to me and extended a furred hand.

“Th-thank you,” I stammered. I took her hand and she pulled me to my feet.

“Dormouse angry, but Dormouse protect,” the gnoll said. “Now we go home.”

I eyed the spot where the death hawk had landed. There was a rough divot in the frost-encrusted earth. If Dormouse hadn’t pushed me out of the way, the death hawk’s beak would’ve pulped my skull like a melon.

“That you do,” I said. “And that we will.” I turned to the forest. I didn’t want to give up on my friend, but Dormouse was right: the night was dark and full of terrors, and I wasn’t going to help anyone by getting myself killed.

With a final sigh, I murmured, “Sorry, Ned.”


Sixteen



When we got back to the Carnival of the Sun, Joey had left for the day. I figured I’d tell him about Ned in the morning, though I wasn’t sure how he’d take it. Joey was a sensitive soul, and I knew he’d liked Ned. Heck, everyone liked Ned.

With a tired nod to Dormouse, I shut off power to the site and made my way back to the house at 13 Spider Lane. Over the past few months, I’d spent every minute I wasn’t working on the carnival turning the once-crumbling house into a respectable place to live. Just as the carnival had come together, so too had my house. The downstairs bathroom had been completely renovated, and I was especially proud of the kitchen, which looked like something out of a design magazine. At one time, there had been a non-load-bearing wall that separated the cooking area from a breakfast nook, though I’d taken it down to make the room more expansive. That had the added benefit of letting more light into the room from the wide windows that sat above the sink. I’d then added a center island with ample cupboards and covered that with a beautiful piece of veined white marble. I’d also installed a double-bowl farmhouse sink with a garbage disposal, as well as a dishwasher.

I’d done less work upstairs, though the house was livable. I’d finish it out after the carnival opened.

I puttered around for a bit, trying to distract myself, before I climbed the stairs to my room and fell into a deep sleep.

My dreams were dark and troubled. In one, I found Ned working on the Carousel—only it wasn’t Ned. When he looked up at me, I saw he had antlers sticking out from either side of his head and the yellow, slitted eyes of a goat. He smiled at me, which let me see his teeth had been filed to points.

“Do you like my new look, Max?” he asked in a husky voice. “I can give you a makeover too, if you want. Then you’ll look exactly like me!”

In another, I ran through the park while being chased by vampires. I tried to hide in the haunted house, which was a terrible place to go, in hindsight, but you don’t really think like that in dreams. I was along for the ride. I made it to the cemetery within the building and was crouching behind a tombstone when the monsters found me. They swarmed down at me from all directions and I screamed as I tripped backward and fell into an open grave. Then I was falling, and it was my fall that woke me up sweating.

I didn’t need a seer to understand what the dreams were trying to tell me. Heck, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the grave I’d fallen into said, “The Carnival of the Sun: Max Tried His Best but the Park Still Failed and He Let Down His Friend.”

Ned had asked me not to follow him, but that didn’t stop me from slipping into a gray mood that I hadn’t managed to save him the day before. My malaise was exacerbated by the cold, which still hadn’t abated, and the loss of both my friend and my mechanic. Ned had written in his note that Dormouse could mop up the final tasks, yet it wasn’t only about the work. Ned had been a part of the original team, and his laughter and warm hot cocoa had made every winter day a joy. The park felt wrong without him, somehow. Like it would never be complete.

I had two choices. I could try to find him again, or I could respect his wishes. As I unlocked the gate to the park and made my way to the office that day, I weighed my options.

On the one hand, the Evergreen was a dangerous place for a human. On the other, Ned was an adult, and he’d waited until the park was in a good place to make his choice. He’d told me he felt confident in his decision and had asked me not to come for him. If that was what he’d wanted, who was I to stop him?

I shook my head. What was I going to do? Find Ned and drag him back? That would be getting in the way of his love story, and I wasn’t going to do that. Ned may have been my friend, but if I came between him and his love, he’d resent me for the rest of my life.

So there was only one thing for it: I needed to let Ned live his life. I didn’t like the conclusion I’d reached, though I could respect it. Maybe. Probably. I still didn’t know how I’d react if I found out something had happened to Ned, though I decided to put faith in my friend.

Godspeed, Ned, I thought. May you find the love you seek. If you make it back here, I’ll give you free tickets for life.

At around half past eight that morning, Joey entered the office. “Hey, Joey,” I said. I was trying to be cheerful, which I figured would soften the blow of my news about Ned. But to my surprise, Joey already looked crestfallen. “Joey?” I said. His eyes were red and puffy and I could tell he’d been crying.

I knew the loss of Ned would hit him, I thought. Then I remembered I hadn’t told him about Ned yet. So what’s this about?

“Did Dormouse tell you?” I asked. That was surprising—Joey had been gone by the time Dormouse and I had gotten back to the carnival, and usually Dormouse didn’t show up until 10:00 AM. But Joey shook his head.

“Tell me what?” he said. “I haven’t seen her since yesterday afternoon.”

This isn’t about Ned, I realized. His uncle, then? I thought, my stomach dropping. I hadn’t exactly been a fan of Uncle Barry, though that didn’t mean I wanted bad things to happen to him.

“Joey, what’s wrong?” I asked.

My friend stopped before my desk, his spider silk hat held in shaking hands. “It’s the worms,” he said. “They’ve gone on strike.”

I was so taken aback that, for a moment, I couldn’t speak. “The worms… are on strike?” I asked finally.

Joey nodded. “Yes,” he said. “They had a list of demands and I failed to meet them. I’m sorry, Max, I really tried. I wanted to be better than my uncle, but I guess I couldn’t cut it.”

Now the words registered, yet they still didn’t make any sense. “How are worms on strike?” I asked. “We’re supposed to open in just over a week!”

Joey rolled his eyes. “I know! That’s what I’m saying. They formed a dictatorship. They’ve been threatening me with it for weeks, and I thought I could take care of the negotiations, so I didn’t say anything to you about it. But yesterday, Wormy told me he was out. Wormy is a good guy. I had my gripes with him, though he was a confident leader. But he was getting pressure from both sides. The worms that wanted change, and the worms that were okay with our current arrangement. They chose a new leader—Wormscrabble—and he’s not as flexible as Wormy. A real hardliner. Makes Wormy look like a saint.” He sighed. “We were so close to a deal and this new guy has scrapped the whole thing.”

There was so much going on, I had no clue what to say. But I had to start somewhere, so I said, “The new leader’s name is Wormscrabble?”

Joey wrung his hat between his hands. “I feel like you’re not taking this seriously,” he moaned. “The worms are the centerpiece of the show. There’s this trick… it’s like the triple axel in skating. Many have tried it, but no one has nailed it. And we nailed it! Max, you should’ve seen us. It was perfection. The worms come out of the ground to form a giant seesaw. I stand on one side, and a group of worms jumps on the other. I’m propelled thirty feet into the air. And after that comes the hard part! The audience thinks I’m about to plummet to my doom, but then the worms turn into a slide, which I ride to safety. When I get to the bottom, I do a front roll, pull off my hat, and bow. The worms arrange their bodies to read, ‘Thank You For Coming,’ then they disappear back into the ground. And that’s the end of the show.”

I tried to picture it. “That sounds… impressive,” I replied, unsure if I meant it.

Joey threw up his hands in exasperation. “It is impressive!” he cried. “But if the worms and I can’t agree on terms, no one will ever know what we’ve achieved! The Carnival of the Sun won’t be the Carnival of the Sun, and I’ll go down in history as a footnote to my uncle!”

I ran a hand through my hair. “I see the problem,” I said. “And I’m sorry if it seems like I’m not taking it seriously. Can we go talk to the worms?”

“See the… yeah, I guess. But I’m warning you, Max—Wormscrabble doesn’t mess around. You better be prepared if we’re going to talk.”

I motioned to the door. “Lead the way.”

Joey led me out of the office and toward the Terrestrial Pagoda. In the half hour since I’d arrived at the park, the sun had risen higher, though that hadn’t done anything to change the temperature. The clouds were now so thick that the light bled through only as a wan, pale gray.

I wrapped my scarf more tightly around my neck. At that moment, I remembered what I’d intended to tell Joey in the first place.

“Uh, hey Joey,” I said as we walked. “I’ve got some disappointing news of my own. Ned left yesterday.”

To my surprise, Joey smiled. “That son of a gun,” he said. “Where did he go? Willy’s? The Burger Bar? I’ve been waiting for him to cut loose and get out on the town for a day or two. A little upset he didn’t call me to join him, but good for Ned. He needed a break. Did he ever tell you about his wife?”

“Uh, yeah. But Joey—when I say he left, I don’t mean he went into town. He walked into the Evergreen.”

Now Joey stopped. “The what?” His voice was so shrill I thought the windows around us might shatter. “Max, that’s not a place for humans! We all know what lives there, and that’s not the half of it. The bugs have told me stories. Stories, Max! We’ve got to help him, and now!”

I shook my head. “It’s no use. Dormouse and I spent half the day yesterday searching for him. She’s a heck of a tracker,” I said, generously bending the truth, “but she didn’t have any luck. Besides, he doesn’t want to be found.”

I’d kept the letter in my pocket, so I pulled it out and handed it to him. Joey unfolded the letter, scanned it, and handed it back. I saw new tears forming in his eyes. “But without Ned… and without the bugs…”

I put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay,” I said. “Dormouse can finish Ned’s work, and you’ve still got the other bugs.” When Joey’s face fell, I knew there was something he wasn’t telling me. My stomach lurched. “Right? Joey, you have the other bugs, don’t you?”

A tear slid from the corner of Joey’s eye. “I’m… I’m sorry, Max,” he said. “It doesn’t work like that. I told you Wormscrabble was a hardliner. He didn’t bring only the worms together… he convinced the other bugs to form dictatorships, too. If we don’t have the worms, we’ve got nothing. As of right now, there isn’t going to be a show in the Terrestrial Pagoda.”

I sighed as I folded Ned’s letter and shoved it back into my pocket. “Another day, another challenge,” I muttered. “Well, we might as well go talk to them. You can translate for us, right?”

“Sure. You won’t hear anything, though. The worms communicate telepathically.”

“They… worms can do that?”

“Of course! How else do you think they communicate?”

“Got it. That’s fine. Come on.”

We walked to the Terrestrial Pagoda and through the yawning doorway. The warm, wet air within was a welcome change from the dry, frigid conditions outside.

“Now, when we get to the center of the circle, you’ll want to stand very still and follow my cues exactly,” Joey whispered. “The worms have their own way of doing things and I want to be sure we respect it.”

“Fine with me,” I said.

“Okay, stop here. Ready? Here we go.”

Joey closed his eyes and lifted his hands. For a moment, nothing happened, and then… I felt the floor rumble.

The worms are coming. I thought of the last time I’d seen Joey talk to worms and resisted the urge to reach into my pocket for my car keys. Luckily, my car was safely in the parking lot.

A moment later, the ground birthed hundreds of worms. No—thousands of them. They wiggled up through the ground like it was made of soft cheese, their thin bodies wriggling and glistening in the room’s warm light. I felt a little sick to my stomach, but also impressed. Other than that time at the hospital, I’d never seen so many worms in one place.

As I watched, the worms came together to form a central mass. Instead of clumping into a ball, however, they arranged themselves to form…

A castle.

There was no mistaking it. Crenellated walls framed a barbican; a drawbridge led to curtain walls interrupted by towers and spires. There was the upper bailey, the lower bailey, stables, and a well. In addition, there was a keep with rounded windows.

The structure must’ve been fifteen feet tall and the detail was exquisite. I had to keep reminding myself the entire thing was made of worms.

“Now presenting his holiness, leader and magistrate, whose word is law and whose law is just, the great and indomitable Wormscrabble,” Joey said aloud. In the courtyard of the castle, a line of worm soldiers turned and appeared to look up at a balcony that jutted off the keep some ten feet in the air. As I watched, a throne moved out through one of the doorways, rolling smoothly across the balcony before coming to a stop near the edge. On the throne sat a single worm.

That must be Wormscrabble, I realized. But…

“They’ve formed a monarchy?” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth.

“It’s more of a dictatorship, if we’re getting technical, though I see the confusion,” Joey hissed back. “And I did tell you the worms had their own way of doing things. Alright, I’m going to start translating. The worms have asked me to tell you to imagine you’re hearing trumpets. You should bow.”

It wasn’t hard to use my imagination. Sighing, I executed a deep bow.

“The worms thank you for your deference,” Joey said. “Okay, this is directly from Wormscrabble: ‘Weak and piteous two-leg, you without true cutaneous respiration or external mucous, be welcome amongst the awe-inspiring, unyielding, and endless domain of the worms.’ ”

“Thank you?”

“Shhh! He’s not done. Uh, he says, ‘You must know, four out of every five creatures on this planet is a worm. We have been around since lizards walked on two legs. We number 325 quintillion. We are legion.’”

This time, I waited. After a moment, Joey said, “Now it’s your turn to speak, Max. Say what you want and I’ll pass it back to them.”

“Uh, okay. Thank you, great Wormscrabble,” I said. I didn’t know how to address him, exactly, though I didn’t think I’d go wrong by calling him great. “I appreciate your willingness to meet. I want to start by saying that⁠—”

Joey interrupted me. “Wormscrabble says, ‘Enough with your bleating.’ Reminder that’s from, ah, Wormscrabble, not me. He says, ‘You are weak. We smell the fear that clings to you like flies on dung. We deal only with the mighty. You are worth less to us than the rocks in the ground.’”

I raised a hand. “Wait a minute. This is my park. I don’t think⁠—”

Once again, the ground rumbled. I stopped talking as the entire castle of worms collapsed, the entity that was Wormscrabble disappearing into its center. For a moment, I stared at an indistinct, wriggling blob. Then, to my horror, the mass rose thirty feet into the air.

Okay, I thought. Not sure I should argue with that.

Alone, the worms weren’t particularly threatening. But together they formed a monster as scary as anything I could’ve imagined. It looked like a demon, with two clawed feet and winged arms topped with a ridge of barbs. It had a thick chest and long, spiked tail that swished and smashed the ground behind it. Scariest of all was its head, the dog-like snout and crocodilian jaws filled with razor teeth. It had at least ten eyes that looked in every direction at once.

“Uh, Joey?” I said. “Is this… normal?”

“New message incoming,” Joey said. “They say, ‘Dare ye address us, mortal? Nay, we will not suffer your pathetic utterances. Ye hapless and miserable, piteous and wretched. We shun thee. You will have a list of our new demands. And if they are not met, we will not simply refuse to perform… we will bring this hovel to the ground.’ Again, that’s the worms speaking, Max. Not me.”

I felt my heart pounding in my chest. What has Joey brought to the carnival? I wondered. A moment later, I corrected myself: I’m the one who told him to take over the Terrestrial Pagoda. What have I brought here?

The building rumbled a third time, and the worms collapsed—only this time they spilled to the ground in a wave and disappeared into the soil as quickly as they’d come out. Within seconds, every single worm in the room was gone.

For a moment, all I could do was stare at the spot where the creatures had been.

“What did… w-what was that?” I stammered.

A crooked smile crossed Joey’s lips. “Honestly, you did pretty well! And it sounds like we’ll have their new demands soon. So that’s good. A really good first meeting. Super positive.”

“Really?”

The smile disappeared and Joey shook his head. “No,” he said solemnly. “That was about as badly as it could’ve gone.”
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Iwent back to the office and sat in my chair, pretty sure my day couldn’t get worse.

Of course, I was wrong.

Hearing a car rumble through the parking lot, I looked out the window. Priscilla was behind the wheel.

Might as well see what she wants, I thought. I left the office and walked through the main gate. Priscilla pulled right up and got out of the car right as I made it outside. Per usual, Chou-Chou hung out of the purse draped over her right shoulder, the dog’s pink collar studded with shimmering pieces of crystal.

“Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”

Priscilla cast an appraising eye over the front gate and nodded appreciatively at the rotating mascot. “I like what you’ve done with the place. I knew those quotes would be a nice touch, but they really pop in person.” She slammed the car door, which made Chou-Chou bark. “Hush,” she said to the dog. Then, to me, she continued, “I gotta say, Max, when you told me about this idea, I thought you were crazy. But if the rest of the park looks as good as this, I think you might have something here.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence. Tell me you have good news.”

“I have news,” she said noncommittally. “Whether you think it’s good or not depends on how much you like Tammy O.”

I froze. At first, I hadn’t registered what she’d said. “Depends on how much I like…” Suddenly, the reality hit me—though I could scarcely believe it. “Priscilla, did you land me a spot on Tammy O?”

The Tammy O Show was the most important talk show in the city. Heck, Tammy O herself was the biggest influencer for a thousand miles. If Tammy O said something was worth seeing, a million people made the journey. If she said something was worth buying, ten million people pulled out their wallets.

Of all the things we’d done to bring the Carnival of the Sun back to life, this would have the biggest impact by far.

“Turns out, her parents used to come here on dates,” Priscilla said slyly. “Her team was thrilled by the news. She wants to visit and interview you. She’s talking about an hour-long special about the park, its history, and its return to glory. It’ll air right before the carnival opens!”

I was so excited that I grabbed Priscilla and I twirled her, and I didn’t mind that Chou-Chou got a few good nips on my arm. “Amazing!” I shouted. I couldn’t believe it. “That interview is exactly what we need to let the world know about this place!”

Priscilla smirked, looking incredibly pleased with herself. “Does that earn me the forgiveness that—what the heck is that?”

I followed her line of sight to the other side of the parking lot, where Dormouse had pulled in. Her ancient, rusting car chugged toward us, bouncing on its suspension even though I’d long since smoothed out the gravel. To add insult to injury, as soon as she stopped, the front fender fell off the car, landing on the ground with a thump.

“Oh, that’s my mechanic,” I said as Dormouse got out of the car. “Priscilla, meet⁠—”

I was interrupted by Chou-Chou, who’d started barking. These weren’t friendly yips, either, but loud, aggressive screams. There was a tuft of fur on Chou-Chou’s neck that stood straight up, and she appeared to be trying to launch herself at the gnoll. Only Priscilla’s quick-moving hands kept the dog confined to the purse.

“Chou-Chou, no!” Priscilla scolded.

Dormouse looked at the Pomeranian and her canine face split into a wide grin. “Nice doggy,” she said. She held a hand toward Chou-Chou, but that only made the dog scream louder.

“Get away!” Priscilla yelled at Dormouse. She used her body to shield the dog from the mechanic. “Can’t you see you’re scaring her?”

Dormouse’s face fell. “Sorry,” she said glumly.

Priscilla turned to me. “What’s a gnoll doing here? I thought you wanted a successful business, not some type of Halloween horror show.”

I felt like I’d been slapped. I knew Priscilla didn’t spend much time around monsters, and I hadn’t loved her reaction to the gnoll outside the Argonaut Café, but I hadn’t known she’d react so strongly to Dormouse’s presence.

Perhaps there was some type of misunderstanding, I thought.

“Slow down, Priscilla,” I said. “Dormouse is my friend. Not only that, but she’s the chief mechanic here. We couldn’t be running this place without her, so I’d appreciate if you didn’t speak to her like that.”

Now it was Priscilla’s turn to look shocked. “You’d appreciate if… Max, gnolls are wild animals! They’ll kill you if given half the chance. I can’t believe you’d—” She was interrupted by Chou-Chou, who nipped at her fingers. “Don’t you dare bite mommy! Max, this won’t do at all. I can’t bring Tammy O to a place that tolerates monsters, much less employs them. Can’t you see the look in its eyes? Its conspiring against us right now!”

Not a misunderstanding, then. I looked at Dormouse, who displayed surprising restraint by not responding to Priscilla calling her an “it” to her face. Still, I was horrified. And embarrassed.

“Priscilla,” I said, a note of warning in my voice. “I’ll say it again—Dormouse is my friend. I can’t stop you from saying what you want when you’re in private, but around here, I’m not going to tolerate that talk.”

“It’s her or me,” Priscilla said suddenly.

“What?”

Priscilla stood up straight and pursed her lips. “You heard me. Maybe you haven’t spent much time in the city lately, Max, but your attitude isn’t going to fly with any self-respecting human, especially if you want them to come to your carnival. The monsters have been terrorizing Kos Minoo. They’re everywhere, showing up where they’re not wanted and playing loud music to annoy people. They spray paint buildings in the night—who knows what else they’re doing? A person can’t eat along the street anymore for fear of getting attacked.”

I glanced at Dormouse. She looked back, one eyebrow raised as if to say, Really? You used to date this person? Maybe I was projecting, but that was definitely what I felt in the moment.

“I’m not sure what to tell you, Priscilla,” I said. “The Carnival of the Sun is a place for everyone. That’s how I remember it and that’s how it’s going to be.”

“Tell me you’re not going to let gnolls into your park,” Priscilla said. “Tell me you won’t have monsters in the family friendly park, period!”

I felt sick. How had I ever thought Priscilla was a good fit for me? “I’m absolutely going to do all of those things,” I said.

Priscilla’s eyes narrowed. “I should’ve known,” she hissed. “You always were a bleeding heart. That’s your answer, then?”

I crossed my arms. “That’s my answer.”

Priscilla stared at me for a moment longer, then dug into her purse, drew something out, and threw it to the ground. As it bounced, I saw it was the key to the park, which I’d given her months before so she could come and go as needed for her marketing efforts.

“Fine!” she snarled. “I never wanted to help you. You can forget about that interview. I hope you—ow! Chou-Chou! Don’t bite mommy!”

I couldn’t help but laugh as Priscilla stomped over to her car, trying to wrestle her yappy dog back into her purse. She gave Dormouse a wide berth. I almost yelled something rude after her but thought better of it. What would that accomplish? I wasn’t going to change her mind, and she certainly wasn’t going to change mine. I’d have to be content knowing she was in the wrong—and, hopefully in the minority. But I stood by what I’d said: Dormouse was my friend and the Carnival of the Sun was for everyone.

No room for hate at the Carnival of the Sun, I thought. Priscilla got into her car and took off, her tailpipe spitting exhaust into the cold air.

“Dormouse do something wrong?” the gnoll asked.

“No,” I said, sighing. “But I think I did.” Though I don’t regret it. I glanced sideways at her. “You okay?”

Dormouse shrugged. “Dormouse fine. Nothing new. Thanks for defending Dormouse.”

I shook my head. “Of course,” I said. “And no, nothing new. But… disappointing.”

“Yes,” Dormouse agreed. “Disappointing good word.”

I finished out the day in a strange mood. The old malaise had returned, that ugly feeling I hadn’t experienced since I’d first bought the Carnival of the Sun.

You’re right at the finish line, and everything is falling apart, I thought. No wonder I was upset.

For the hundredth time in as many days, I headed home cold and exhausted. Only that day, I was also stressed. My star mechanic was gone, lost to the Evergreen on some crazy quest for love; the worms were on strike, which meant all the insects were on strike, which meant no show in the Terrestrial Pagoda; and I’d once again managed to piss off my ex-girlfriend, who—and no surprise here—had turned out to be a terrible person and was going to kill my interview with Tammy O before it could even happen.

Where does that leave me? I wondered. Right back where I started: with a crumbling mansion at 13 Spider Lane and the deed to an equally dilapidated theme park. On the bright side, I suppose things can’t get much worse.

When I pulled up the driveway to my house, I was surprised to see I had a visitor. Two visitors, actually—they sat in rocking chairs on the dark side of my porch, though they rose as I approached.

Although I couldn’t see them well, their relative sizes told me I was looking at a man and a woman. They didn’t wave, which I thought was odd, considering they were on my property. I parked in front of the house and stepped from the car to greet them.

“Can I… help you?” I asked. I didn’t know who they were or what they wanted. In fact, the entire time I’d lived in the house on Spider Lane, I hadn’t had a single visitor—save Priscilla, but she didn’t count. Now I had two.

The couple stepped into the light at the edge of the porch. In that moment, I learned a few things. First: the man was one of the most handsome people I’d ever seen. His crisp black suit and tie were perfect complements to his pale complexion, and his jet-black hair was swept back in a manicured coif. His high cheekbones looked sharp enough to cut diamond, and his other features were so evenly proportioned he looked like a statue. He was in his forties, maybe, though if someone told me he was in his twenties or sixties I wouldn’t have been surprised.

The woman was equally beautiful, with a gossamer-thin black shift that barely seemed to cover her curves. A skeleton key hung from a chain around her neck. She had brown hair and wore a crown of desiccated roses, the pale red matching the rouge on her cheeks. Her lips were a deeper red, as were her round, doe-like eyes, which had been accented with black kohl. A tiny stud glinted in the side of one nostril. When she grinned at me, I saw her canines elongate into fangs, which made goosebumps rise on my arms.

“Uh… I… oh!” I stammered. “Hello. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

The man grinned and showed me his teeth, which were perfectly white and even. No fangs, I thought, but maybe he’s hiding them?

Suddenly, my heart began to beat very quickly, and I wished I had Dormouse at my side.

“Greetings, Max,” the man said. His voice was accentless but effortlessly sophisticated, like he’d spent a hundred years traveling the world to study art and culture. “I’m Constantine Victory and this is Eleanor. I think you have something that belongs to us. But let’s not stand on ceremony.” Once again, he flashed that smile. “Would you care to invite us in?”

I had been wrong: things could absolutely get worse.
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When I was a kid, I’d wanted to be Constantine Victory, the most famous monster hunter in the world.

But this can’t be the real Constantine Victory, I thought as I stared at the man. Otherwise, what is he doing with a vampire?

Beyond what I’d read in books or heard in stories, I didn’t have much experience with vampires, but that was what the woman clearly was. I knew it from her pale skin and fangs. There was an old poem we’d learned as kids, a scary set of couplets that parents used to frighten their children into bed:

Listen here, young girls and boys

Put away your blocks and toys

Go and rest your sleepy head

Or vampires will find your bed!

My parents had used that poem to chase me into my bedroom, and the words had always been accompanied by lots of growling and gnashing of teeth as my parents had pretended to be vampires.

At one point, vampires had been a more common sight around Kos Minoo, but that had been well before I was born. Every once in a while I’d heard about the discovery of a barrow unearthed during some construction project, but that was about it. I’d never seen a vampire, much less spoken to one—and now one of them stared down at me from my own porch.

I surprised myself by not panicking. In fact, my first thought was wildly rational: If I can make it into the house, the vampire won’t be able to follow.

As everyone knew, vampires could only enter your property if invited.

But that won’t stop the man, I realized. Besides, there’s no way I’d get more than a step away before the vampire tore out my throat.

Quickly, I calculated my other options. Is it possible to hide in my car? I discarded that idea, as the vampire would simply tear off the doors and pull me out. Can I escape into the woods? No—that was the dumbest idea yet.

I didn’t have any garlic, holy water, or any of the other traditional wards against vampiric evil.

I must’ve taken too long to respond, because I blinked and suddenly Eleanor stood beside me. It was the strangest thing I’d ever seen. One minute, she stood on the porch… the next, she’d turned into flowing black smoke and reassembled before me.

It made my blood go cold.

“My father can go inside without your invitation, but I’d be stuck out here,” she whispered. “If you could invite me in, I’d be much obliged.”

Father. Father?! It didn’t make any sense. A man claiming to be the famous Constantine Victory was standing on my porch, and he was the father of a vampire?

“Mr. Plank?” Constantine asked politely.

I swallowed. There was only one option, if I wanted to keep living for at least another few seconds. “Ah, would you—would you like to come in?” I asked.

A grin lit up Constantine’s face. “We’d love that,” he said. He turned and gripped the doorknob. I thought I’d locked the door, but maybe I hadn’t, or maybe that wasn’t a problem for him—the door opened at his touch.

“Thank you,” the beautiful Eleanor said as her father pushed into the house. In another blink she was gone, turning back into that black smoke. The cloud flowed up the steps to the porch and through the open door, leaving me alone.

I could’ve run, but what would have been the point? Eleanor was faster than me. If she wanted to catch me, she’d have no problem doing it.

Which begged the question: why hadn’t she eaten me already? In all the stories I’d heard about vampires, they were ageless monsters, their bloodlust difficult to contain. If she’d wanted to bite me, she’d had ample opportunity. Instead, she had asked me to invite her inside.

Why would she do that? Unless they really do just want to talk. But what would we have to talk about?

I remembered Constantine’s words from moments earlier: “I think you have something that belongs to us.”

When he’d said it, I’d been too surprised at his presence for the words to register, but now I found myself wondering about them. Could he be talking about the money I found beneath the bathtub? But that would only make sense if they used to live here…

All of the sudden, I remembered the strange piles of dirt in the basement, and the pieces clicked together. My heart thudded wildly in my chest. This had been Constantine’s house. And that had been Constantine’s money. Now, he’d come back for it…

And I’d already spent it. Every single penny.

My chest felt tight. I could hardly breathe. What was I going to tell Constantine and Eleanor when they asked what I’d done with their million dollars? That I hadn’t known it had belonged to them?

I was about to make a break for my car when Constantine poked his head back out the front door. “Mr. Plank?” he said. “Are you coming? It feels strange being inside your house without you.”

“Y-yes,” I stammered. “Sorry. One second.” Constantine disappeared back into the house. Slowly, I found myself climbing the steps to the porch and entering the house after him.

Constantine and Eleanor waited in the foyer, peering at the delicate trim work I’d installed along one side of the sweeping staircase. Constantine ran his hand across the wood.

“This looked so plain when your mother and I lived here,” Constantine said to Eleanor. “Usually westerners and their tastes are so… gauche, but this adds to the character of the place, I think. Really well done.”

Eleanor grunted.

“You used to live here?” I asked, although it was obvious. But any moment they spent talking was one in which Eleanor wasn’t eating me.

Constantine nodded. “It was my first home with Eleanor’s late mother,” he replied. “We bought it back when the neighborhood was a much more… accepting place.”

“That’s fascinating,” I squeaked. “Would you like a tour?” My only goal was to keep them talking, and I was worried I’d been too transparent, but Constantine brightened.

“That would be lovely,” he said. “You haven’t changed the actual layout, have you?”

I shook my head. “N-no,” I stammered. “Well, I did take out a wall in the kitchen. But most of the changes were finishing details.”

“Excellent,” Constantine said. “Should we start in the kitchen?”

Anywhere but the downstairs bathroom, I thought. Once we get there, he’ll ask about the money. And then…

I led them through the rounded doorway and into the next room. Constantine gasped as he saw it, and even Eleanor hummed with approval.

It’s nice to know that, even if she eats you, she appreciates your handiwork, I thought grimly.

“Mr. Plank!” Constantine marveled at the kitchen. “You’re an artist, sir!”

“Thank you,” I said meekly, though Constantine was no longer paying attention to me. Instead, he’d walked to the far side of the room and was staring through the sliding glass door. From my point of view, there wasn’t much to see—it was dark out, after all—but Constantine appeared not to mind.

The porch off the kitchen had been one of the first things I’d fixed. The wood had rotted and one of the support beams had been eaten nearly all the way through by termites; I’d replaced the bad wood, added a new railing, and screened the entire thing in.

I wonder if I’ll ever have the opportunity to stand on that porch again, I wondered.

“Your mother and I used to spend so much time out here,” Constantine told Eleanor, who joined him by the door. “We’d take dinner out to the porch and stare into the woods and talk and talk about what our lives would become.”

“Did you become what you wanted?” Eleanor asked.

Constantine shrugged. “No one ever does. But there were good things that happened to us. You, for instance. This was where we decided to have you. We agreed that if we had a boy, we’d name him Henry, after your mother’s father. If we had a girl, we’d name her Eleanor, because we liked the name.”

They continued in conversation like that for a while. As they did, I looked around for anything that might help me defend myself. Most of my big tools were in the garage or at the Carnival of the Sun. My hammers, sledgehammers, and crowbars. There was a knife on the center island, but what was that going to do against a vampire?

Then I saw it: a whole head of garlic. It sat on the counter next to the sink. Slowly, I idled over to it, praying Eleanor and her father would be distracted until I got there. Sure enough, Constantine stayed in the past while Eleanor humored him. I snatched up the entire head and shoved it into my back pocket. The garlic was small and my jeans were big, so it didn’t bulge out too much.

Now, I stood a chance. Against Eleanor, at least. If I could use the garlic to put her out of commission, the fight would be one-on-one. I didn’t think I could beat Constantine, but a one-on-one fight was going to be easier than one against two.

We left the kitchen and moved through the dining room, then went up the wide stairs to the second-story landing.

“This is where your mother took the funniest spill of her life,” Constantine told Eleanor. “It’s a bit of a gross story, I’m afraid. Do you have a sensitive stomach, Mr. Plank?”

“No?” I said.

Constantine nodded. “Well then, you might find this one humorous. I had a stomach flu and was resting in that bedroom.” He pointed to the room I’d been using as my own bedroom, which made me shiver. Luckily, both Constantine and his daughter were looking away from me and couldn’t see my reaction. “Melanie was bringing me some homemade bone broth. We had a dog at the time, an old Border Collie named Skipper, and unbeknownst to both of us, he’d eaten something bad in the woods and gotten sick at the top of the stairs. Right where you’re standing, Mr. Plank.”

I forced myself to smile. This… isn’t the type of story I’d expect from people who want to kill me, I thought.

“Eleanor’s mother came up the stairs, slipped in Skipper’s vomit, and spilled soup everywhere,” Constantine continued. “When she realized what she’d fallen in, she got sick, too. And I was already sick, so there wound up being three of us, all covered in soup and vomit, right here on this landing.”

“That’s disgusting,” Eleanor said. “Why would you tell us that?”

Constantine shrugged. “Stories are what make a house a home.”

As we walked through the house, Constantine continued to relive old memories. But I wasn’t listening. Instead, I plotted my next move.

Should I attack now, while they’re distracted? Or wait until we’re back on the first floor, in case I need to make a break for it afterward?

I decided to wait. It wasn’t a tactical decision—I was simply too scared to try anything.

When we got back into the hall, Constantine knocked on one wall and smiled at the hollow thunk.

“Is this still the laundry chute?” he asked. I nodded. Constantine threw back his head and laughed. “One time, on your mother’s birthday, Melanie challenged me to climb all the way down,” he told his daughter. “I got stuck halfway between the first and second floors—she had to pour dish soap down the sides of the walls until I finally popped out.” He laughed so hard that tears came to his eyes. “Oh, those were good times.” He pulled a silk handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and dabbed at his eyes.After a moment, he said, “Max, I appreciate the trip down memory lane, but I’d love to get into the real reason Eleanor and I came here tonight.”

“Oh?” I said, as nonchalantly as possible. I dipped my hand into my back pocket and took comfort from the head of garlic. “You said I… have something of yours?”

Constantine nodded. “You seem like a good man,” he said. “There aren’t many people who’d invite strangers into their home at night.”

For obvious reasons. “No?”

Constantine shook his head. “It’s a cruel world out there. When I first started my business, there were numerous elements working against me. It’s not easy being a foreigner here. It wasn’t then, and it isn’t now. But Melanie and I had a dream, and I worked very hard to become successful. And I achieved my goal. Did you know we once owned most of the land in this area? By then, we had moved to Esthion, which was a much better place for my business, though I kept several holdings here—including the first house I’d bought with my late wife. But a few years later, we were run out of town.”

Constantine’s gaze darkened and the head of garlic suddenly felt hot against my sweaty palm. I swallowed.

“We were victims of the bigotry that saw foreigners attacked and pushed west,” Constantine continued. “It has taken me years to fight my way back here. But here we are.”

His gaze dropped to his polished black shoes and it looked like he was about to cry. Eleanor lay a hand on his shoulder. “Father?” she said.

“I’m okay,” he answered. He took a deep, shuddering breath. To me, he said, “This is where we get to why I’m here. Years ago, before we were forced to leave in the night, I saw the writing on the wall. I saw how foreigners were treated in these lands. I knew it would make sense to have some protection against what eventually happened, so I left some money here. Enough that, if what I feared might happen ever did happen, Eleanor would be able to get back on her feet. She’s a once-in-a-generation talent, and I promised her mother I’d send her to art school.”

Again, I swallowed. I had a really bad feeling about where this was going.

Constantine pointed downstairs. “The money is down there,” he said. “In a secret chamber beneath the bathtub in the bathroom off the kitchen. I know this is your house, Max, and I don’t have a problem rewarding you for your time and stewardship. But I ask you, man to man, from the bottom of my heart—would you please let me take what I left behind?”

For a moment, the only sound was the ticking of the clock. When I spoke, my voice came out as a whisper. “I, uh…” I forced the words out. “I already spent it.”

Constantine laughed. When he realized I was serious, his eyes widened as if he’d been struck.

“You what?”

“I… s-spent it,” I stammered. “I found it under the tub, and I didn’t know it was yours. That very day, the Carnival of the Sun went on sale, so I bought it.”

Constantine turned pale, and his mouth opened slightly, but no words came out. He blinked once, twice, his breath catching audibly in his throat. Then, his jaw tightened, and his hands clenched into fists at his sides. He looked like he was about to attack me.

Eleanor had been staring at her father with concern, but now her head snapped toward me. Her dark eyes were wide with confusion.

This is it, I thought, my heart pounding. If they attack you first, you’re done. But if you get the first shot, maybe you can give yourself a chance. Now, Max! Attack now!

“Begone!” I shouted triumphantly, yanking the garlic from my pocket and shoving it toward Eleanor. “If you leave now, Constantine, I won’t hurt her. Go, both of you!”

Constantine’s eyes dropped to my fist, but he didn’t back away. Again, he looked like he was about to say something, but no words came out.

“Is that a… head of garlic?” Eleanor asked.

Something was wrong. Everyone knew vampires couldn’t stand garlic. But if the garlic bothered Eleanor, she didn’t show it.

I waved the garlic at her again. “Get out of my house!” I yelled.

Constantine snorted and shook his head. Finally, he found his voice.

“Are you insane or just an idiot?” he asked.

Eleanor simply rolled her eyes. “He thinks I’m a vampire, Dad,” she said. “Yikes.”
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On that evening, I learned the difference between vampires and nightrunners.

Vampires were exactly what I’d thought they were: rare, malevolent monsters who wanted little more than to suck the blood from humans and raise their desiccated corpses as thralls.

Nightrunners, on the other hand, were as similar to humans as they were to vampires. This is because they were the offspring of a vampire and a human.

From where I sat, it was an honest mistake. For one, I’d never heard of a vampire and a human tolerating each other long enough to mate, so I hadn’t known nightrunners were a thing. Even when I did, the two possessed remarkable similarities.

In general, vampires were strong, good-looking, and possessed terrific night vision—and nightrunners were the same. Vampires looked ageless, and so did nightrunners. Vampires could turn themselves into smoke and move with the breeze, and so could nightrunners. Vampires were cultured and wore well-cut, expensive suits, or crowns made of old roses, and…

You get the point. In my opinion, pretty much the only significant difference between vampires and nightrunners was that the former thirsted for blood, while the latter could survive without it. At one point the nightrunners had even sided with humans against the more evil of the monsters that threatened them. Their reward? To be cast out of their homes and trapped behind a giant wall alongside the creatures they’d once fought.

Oh, and vampires did hate garlic. Nightrunners could take it or leave it, though.

But how would I have known which one Eleanor was from a glance?

The car was awkwardly silent as I drove Eleanor and Constantine toward the Carnival of the Sun. It felt like the least I could do after spending their money and—inadvertently—insulting Eleanor.

“So, uh, sorry about the whole vampire thing,” I said. I’d already said that. Twice. But I still felt bad, although it’d been an honest mistake.

Eleanor sat behind me, while her father was in the passenger seat. I caught the nightrunner’s gaze in the rearview mirror and she shook her head. “Maybe… maybe let’s talk about something else?” she said.

“I concur,” Constantine said quietly. “If we stay on this subject, I fear I might get… upset.”

I had no desire to make one of the world’s greatest living swordsmen angry. All in all, Eleanor and her father had been fairly good sports about the mixup—and the fact that I’d spent their family’s money. I wanted to keep it that way.

I nodded vigorously. “Another topic then,” I said. “Great idea.”

The three of us talked about the weather and the local sports teams. The conversation was forced but civil, and eventually we reached the Carnival of the Sun. To my surprise, all the lights were on.

Maybe I forgot to shut them off before I went home, I thought. It wouldn’t have been the first time and I didn’t think much of it. I couldn’t wait to get out of that far-too-small-for-us car. I opened my door and climbed out, and Eleanor and Constantine followed.

“What’s all that writing?” Constantine asked, nodding to the fence.

“It was part of a contest,” I said. “People submitted their most-nostalgic moments from the old Carnival of the Sun. It was supposed to be part of a big launch campaign, but… well, we’re not doing that anymore.”

Eleanor and her father looked at each other. Then Constantine rolled his eyes and Eleanor laughed. She was one of those people who snorted when they laughed, and she was clearly embarrassed by it, because she covered her mouth and said, “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. But that’s the funniest thing.”

I thought the laugh was pretty cute, though I didn’t like that she appeared to be laughing at my hard work. “What are you talking about?” I asked, trying not to be offended. “I think it looks pretty good.”

Eleanor laughed harder, which only made her snort more. Even the stoic Constantine finally cracked a smile.

“What?”

“It’s… it’s so lame.” Eleanor was doubled over now, her hands on her knees. “Oh my gosh. I’m really sorry. I am!”

Yet she didn’t stop laughing. I looked up at the fence and read some of the quotes. ‘I remember the smell of cotton candy’ and ‘I remember the dryads and I remember the elephant show at the Terrestrial Pagoda.’ Maybe they weren’t the coolest memories, but I didn’t think they were that bad.

“What would you have done?” I asked.

Eleanor stood and wiped a mirthful tear from the corner of one eye. “Oh, I don’t know. Made it cool?” She burst into another fit of laughter, then recovered. “Wait, you’re serious? You want to know what I think?”

I was a little peeved and also embarrassed by her response, but I nodded. Eleanor looked thoughtful, and then she said, “Well, who are you trying to reach? That’s the first question. If it’s all the old humans who came to this place as a kid, I think you’re doing a great job. But remember: this place went out of business trying to attract that audience. I’d want to do some research to confirm this, though I think you’d have better luck attracting a younger crowd. They’re who live in the surrounding area.”

Constantine nodded, smiling proudly. “I’ve taught you well, Daughter.”

Eleanor waved dismissively. “But I don’t want to judge a book by its cover. Can we see the park?”

I nodded, then walked to the gates and unlocked them. We pushed inside. From behind me, I heard Eleanor gasp.

There we go, I thought, smiling to myself. Now she’s impressed.

As I turned, however, I saw she hadn’t gasped in amazement, but horror.

“What’s wrong now?” I asked. All things considered, I would’ve preferred laughter to the look of disgust that curled her upper lip. I followed her gaze down the clean expanse of Main Street to the Ferris wheel. “The wheel?”

Eleanor shook her head. “It’s the street itself,” she said. She waved to the light posts, the cute houses with painted shutters and bright window boxes, and the bandshell. “This looks like a recreation of a street from Dunbar.”

Dunbar was a city to the south, known for its wide streets and cute houses with painted shutters and bright window boxes. “It is a recreation of a street from Dunbar.”

“The same Dunbar that used to enslave gnolls?” Eleanor asked.

I winced. She… wasn’t wrong, and I’d known about Dunbar’s history, but Dormouse hadn’t said anything about it, so I’d convinced myself it wasn’t a problem.

“It’s nostalgic,” I said defensively.

“For whom? The gnolls who used to be enslaved there? Or the people who kept them?”

Constantine’s gaze lingered on me, heavy and scrutinizing. “The girl has a point,” he said quietly. “Nostalgia can be dangerous, especially when it blinds us to the harm of the past.”

His words weren’t angry, but they carried weight. I squirmed under their combined judgment. But what can I do about it now? I wondered.

Eleanor gave me an out. “Let’s see the rest of the park,” she said.

By the time we reached Kiddie World, all of us were in a better mood. I led our trio around the Magic Carpet, calling out points of interest or telling them how I’d gone about repairing certain things.

At some point, Eleanor must’ve floated away, because I went to ask her about something and she was gone. I looked at Constantine and he shrugged, as if to say that was normal. We found her a few minutes later standing before the airplanes.

“These are fun!” she said as we approached. “Were these in good condition when you found them?”

I shook my head. “They gave me the toughest time,” I said. “I could make the central pylon turn, but I couldn’t figure out how to make them go up and down. I spent three days on it and was about to give up, but then our mechanic, Dormouse, realized we had a wiring problem.”

From beside me, I saw Constantine raise an eyebrow. “Dormouse is an odd name for a person,” he said.

“She’s a gnoll.”

Now it was Eleanor’s turn to look surprised. “You hire monsters?”

“Sure,” I said, somewhat self-righteously. “Why wouldn’t I?”

The answer went unsaid, though I could read it across her face: “Because you rebuilt your park around a street from a town most famous for its cute houses with painted shutters and bright window boxes… and for enslaving gnolls.”

Her unspoken words hit me harder than I wanted to admit. My throat tightened, and I tried to convince myself she was overthinking things.

This park isn’t about Dunbar’s history, I told myself. It’s about creating something joyful, something that can make people forget their problems for a little while.

But Eleanor’s expression planted a doubt I couldn’t shake. Was I blind to what this place might mean to others?

I glanced at Constantine, but he just studied the airplanes like they might hold the answer to some philosophical question.

Does Eleanor think I did this on purpose? I wondered. That I intentionally ignored Dunbar’s baggage?

The silence stretched, and I swallowed hard, trying to push back the rising tide of guilt. “It’s not like that,” I wanted to say, but the words stuck in my throat.

Maybe it’s exactly like that, and I just hadn’t wanted to see it, I thought.

“You think I should change Main Street before we open,” I said.

Eleanor shrugged. “It’s your park,” she said. “Just something to think about.”

We continued the tour. All of us were silent until we reached Thrill City, where Eleanor finally spoke up. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked excitedly, raising a finger.

I followed her line of sight. “If you think that’s a haunted house, then yes.”

Eleanor squealed with delight. “Can I run through it?” she asked. “Please say yes! Is it scary? Tell me it’s scary. I love being scared.”

“Depends on your definition of scary. Honestly, I’ll let you tell me. It’s on and ready to go. Have at it.”

“Woo!” Eleanor turned into smoke and suddenly appeared at the door, one hand on the knob as she bowed. “See you on the flip side, gentlemen!” She disappeared inside.

For a while after she was gone, Constantine and I stood in awkward silence. I glanced over at him, and he strode over to a low wall, where he sat and stared at the haunted house’s exit. He seemed to forget I was there.

I kept my gaze on him. I knew his face well. I’d seen it on cereal boxes when I ate breakfast and on the poster in the back of my locker at school. Heck, our school’s mascot was a golden knight known as the Defender—a not-so-subtle homage to Constantine’s Golden Defenders, whose local franchise had paid for our team’s jerseys. Before I’d joined the wrestling team, I’d played junior varsity lightball for a year. Before every game, the team would huddle up in the locker room and yell the Golden Defenders’ motto: “To victory!”

The Constantine who sat on the wall before me looked familiar, though he was more thoughtful than I’d imagined. Finally, he spoke.

“I love her so much,” he said, obviously referring to Eleanor. “I know she’s a grown woman now, but when I look at her, I still see the little girl she was. I’ve done everything I can to protect her from the madness of the world, but I’m afraid it’s not enough.” He turned toward me, his brown eyes twinkling in the moonlight. “Can I ask you a favor?”

Constantine Victory might no longer be the monster hunter I’d once worshipped, but I’d never expected him to say those words.

“Su… sure?” I stammered.

“Okay,” he said. “But first, you need to hear a story.”
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“Love is a strange thing,” Constantine continued. “It can be good for you, though it doesn’t have to be. That’s what the songs and stories don’t tell you. You don’t get to choose love. Love chooses you.”

I grunted in response. I knew what he was talking about first hand. I could pretend I’d never loved Priscilla, but that wasn’t true—if I was being honest with myself, a part of me still loved her, even if I didn’t like her.

“Ultimately, the story I’m going to tell you is a love story. But it didn’t start there. It starts as a business story, which I suppose is another type of love story. When I was a kid, I wanted to become a monster hunter more than anything in the world. You’ve heard of my business? The Golden Defenders?”

“Of course,” I said. Who didn’t know about the most famous monster-hunting outfit in the world? It would’ve been like asking if I’d heard of the Vipers, or the Spacedogs. Preposterous.

“Do you know why my career ended?”

I shrugged. “I figured it was the same thing that happened to everyone else,” I said. “The Barricade went up and suddenly there weren’t as many monsters to hunt.”

Constantine shook his head. “That’s what everyone assumes, but that’s not what happened to me. I was a victim of age. And my own hubris.” He smiled sadly. “When you’re younger, you’re generally not thinking about marriage, though age comes quickly. By the time I was thirty, I was still single, so I figured it was time to come out of the field. I hadn’t exactly resisted marriage before that, though it’s difficult to think of a family when you’re putting your life on the line day after day. Some women are attracted to danger, but I’ve found that, in general, they weren’t the ones I could see myself with for the long term. So I transitioned my business to a franchise model, hung up my sword, and traded dusty backroads for a job in an office.”

I tried to imagine the man in front of me sitting behind a desk and found that I couldn’t. Constantine saw the look on my face and smirked.

“Believe it,” he said. “Everyone hailed me as some great genius for setting up my business as a franchise, but it wasn’t a business decision—it was personal. I needed to get myself out of the field in order to pursue the type of life I wanted. That decision made me a wealthy man. So there I was: thirty, single, making good money, and no longer at risk of taking death hawk claws to my chest every Saturday.

“But then I got a call from an old professional contact in Kathlikan. He said there was a barrow established north of the city, deep inside an abandoned mine called Cavanal, and that it was filled with vampires. Asked me if I’d handle it personally. I told him I’d left the field—but he insisted. Doubled my fee, then tripled it. Here’s some unsolicited advice: If anyone says, ‘One more job,’ run as far away as you can. I’m not a particularly spiritual man, though I do think someone up there was testing me to see how badly I wanted the life I said I wanted to live. Because that job was my downfall.”

There came a pause. I waited for Constantine to continue and he obliged. “The job started like any other. I put on my armor, strapped my old sword around my waist, and descended into the mine. I went alone, though that wasn’t unusual. I’d faced far worse than vampires by myself and lived to tell the tale. And when I got to the bottom of the mine, I saw my contact was right: there was a barrow. However, he was also wrong. Because there weren’t vampires… just a single vampire. She sat on a coffin, pretty as a picture, with a silver sword across her lap. She had hazel eyes and lips the color of the blood that stained her blade. The vampires I’d come to kill had already been dispatched. Their bodies lay around her like fallen snow.”

“Wait,” I said. “So the vampire killed the other vampires?”

Constantine nodded. “That’s exactly right. And it gets even stranger. ‘Constantine Victory,’ she said, voice not at all like the throaty growl I’d come to expect from her kind. Rather, it was rich and musical, each word a comfort. ‘You’re not going to believe this, but I don’t eat meat.’ ”

Ah, I thought. Now I get it. The vampire was trying to trick him.

“I’d heard that joke before and didn’t think it was funny,” Constantine continued. “I pulled up the sleeve of my shirt to show an old scar. ‘I got this when Montego the Destroyer told me he’d cured himself of bloodthirst,’ I said to the vampire. ‘Trusted him until he tried to gut me. Then I had to kill him.’ ”

“And then you killed her, I imagine,” I said.

“This is where the story gets interesting,” Constantine replied. “Of course my intention was to kill her. I let my sleeve fall and drew my sword. But as I did, the vampire said, ‘I’m serious. I’m a hunter, too. The Bloody Rose.’ ”

I snorted. “I know that story,” I said. Everyone knew the myth of the Bloody Rose, the vampire who had conquered her bloodthirst and used her dark powers to hunt fellow vampires. “The Bloody Rose is nothing more than a legend.”

“That’s what I said exactly!” Constantine continued. “I wasn’t in the mood for fairy tales. So I rolled my eyes and said, ‘Come, now. Let’s do this.’

“The vampire stood with fluid grace, twirling her sword as if it weighed nothing. She was brave, I thought, and undeniably beautiful. Her lips curved into the faintest smirk, though it wasn’t mockery. It was fearlessness. I was used to a certain amount of arrogance from creatures that lived for centuries but this was more quiet confidence than cockiness.

“ ‘Go on, then—make your name off my death,’ she said, her voice smooth and edged with steel. She executed a perfect Serpent’s Kiss, a flourish I’d only ever seen executed by those who could genuinely call themselves masters of the blade. When she finished, the tip of her blade hovered in front of her face without so much as a tremor. ‘Collect the dust of my ashes and put them in your trophy room. If you can.’ ”

I leaned forward, fully invested in the story. This is surreal, I thought. My hero, Constantine Victory, is personally telling me about one of his hunts! I could only guess what would happen.

Constantine held up his hand, an imaginary sword clutched between his fingers. “ ‘Your wish is my command, madame,’ I said. I lunged, the tip of my sword pointed at her heart, and was surprised when the steel in her hand knocked mine away.

“She grinned at the look of surprise on my face and said, ‘Mademoiselle. But if my pretty head will adorn your walls, you’ve got to earn it. Or maybe I’ll take yours for mine.’ ”

I held my breath as Constantine continued. “To this day, I’ve never seen such a skillful display of swordsmanship,” he said. “Her self-assuredness was exactly what I expected from a vampire. The swordsmanship was not. Don’t get me wrong… I’ve fought some particularly fearsome vampires in my day, and I don’t want to give the impression they weren’t dangerous, but they usually used their bodies as their weapons: claws, fangs, and preternatural strength. This vampire matched me stroke for stroke, the fastest and most-skilled person I’d ever seen with a blade.

“ ‘And what should I call you, beast, when I point to your head and tell my friends about the best vampire swordswoman I’ve ever fought?’ I asked.

“ ‘I already told you, the Bloody Rose is fine—or Melanie. Though I think you’ll find it hard to talk with my steel sticking out of your throat.’

“We danced across the ground, darting between the bone piles and jumping over coffins. The beads of sweat on my forehead turned into a torrent. At that point, it was all I could do to deflect her blows. The whole time, she was smiling. And stranger still, I found myself smiling, too.

“Here’s a woman I could marry, I thought. Quick, quick-witted, and beautiful. It was a crazy thought, but that’s what went through my head. I wanted to keep fighting with her, to keep her talking, to hear that rich laugh once again.

“After a while, I tired, though she never so much as started breathing heavily. And when the dance was finally done, both of us were laughing like we’d heard the funniest joke in the world—and maybe we had. I don’t know who directs our lives, but if they exist, they must be jesters. She had a sword at my neck and she cocked her head to the side and said, ‘Do you kiss as well as you fight?’

“And I said, ‘Try me, Ms. Rose.’ ”

I stared at Constantine, open-mouthed. “You kissed a vampire?” I asked.

Constantine chuckled. “Kissed one? I married one! And not just any one: the Bloody Rose!”

“The Bloody Rose,” I echoed, shaking my head in disbelief. “She’s real?”

Constantine’s smile faltered. “Was real. I’m getting to that.” He sighed. “The years that followed our wedding were the happiest of my life. The monster-hunting business was crashing, though I wasn’t in the business of hunting monsters—I sold franchises, and the lucrative licensing deals we’d established provided more than enough income for our family. When we had Eleanor, we decided to move to the suburbs. We needed the extra room, and things around the city were starting to get dangerous for monsters. Donald Grigsby had just announced the first stage of his awful plan, and it seemed to have widespread support. Lots of monsters were leaving the city and settling around these parts, so we said, ‘Why not us?’ At that time, the suburbs were filled with all types of creatures. Monsters, yes, but also humans who didn’t agree with what was happening in the city. It was the type of place we wanted to raise our daughter.”

“So that’s when you bought the house on Spider Lane,” I said.

Constantine nodded. “The house was big but not unmanageable and it gave us the room we needed. It was close enough to the city for Melanie’s job, and for day trips, but it wasn’t in the city itself. For a while, things played out exactly as we imagined. Then there were the Monster Riots.”

I winced. I’d been in the fourth grade when the Monster Riots started, too young to fully understand what was happening but old enough to know they were bad. They started when a group of young gnolls set up an illegal window wash near Museum Row. It was harmless, really, but the police decided to make an example of them. They chased one of the teenagers into the subway. Wouldn’t you know it, a train was coming right as he tripped and fell. That was the end of him, and with him went the peace.

“You might think you’ve seen devastation, but that’s nothing compared to a city full of angry gnolls,” Constantine continued. “It was everything the army could do just to keep order. In many parts of Kos Minoo, chaos reigned entirely. Windows were smashed. Stores were looted. Entire streets were burned. But I didn’t care about any of that. I was just trying to find my wife. Melanie had gone into the city that day for work, and she was in Kos Minoo when the army closed down all transportation in and out of the city. They also managed to cast a spell—a powerful working the likes of which I’d never seen before and haven’t seen since—that cut off communication.”

I swallowed. I had a feeling I knew what was coming.

Again, Constantine sighed before continuing. “I sat in a line of traffic for hours, trying to pick up anything from the shouts of people in the cars around me,” he said sadly. “Eventually, I was forced to acknowledge there was nothing I could do but return home and wait. Later, I heard what happened. Melanie was trying to get out of the city when she ran across a beli’ezel in full bloodrage. To this day, I have no idea where it came from or how it got there.”

“No,” I whispered. I’d never seen a beli’ezel in real life, but I knew they were commonly regarded as the most dangerous monsters in the world. Once a beli’ezel in a bloodrage decides it wants something, it’s going to get it—or die trying.

Constantine nodded. “Melanie stopped, faced the creature, and drew her sword. You see, the beli’ezel wasn’t simply running around looking for random prey. Rather, it had its sights set on something behind her: a bus full of children. Human children. My Melanie knew she couldn’t let that happen. She fought the beli’ezel to the death, just to defend those children. When the dust had settled, both the beli’ezel and my Melanie were dead. Those children, however, were safe.”

“I’m… I’m so sorry,” I croaked. What could I say?

Constantine shrugged. “At that time, I didn’t know Melanie was gone. I still had hopes of finding her. But you know what they say about the best-laid plans. Everyone thought the riots were over, but they were only beginning. The monsters, it seemed, had touched a nerve with the humans who were already on edge. Violence is like a pendulum—it can only swing one way for so long. Eventually, it comes crashing back. And so it did, only this time it was humans who took to the streets, pulling monsters out of their homes and setting their shops aflame. Again, the army tried to restore order. They were conveniently overrun. There was nothing they could do, they said, so they sat by. Some stoked the violence. Even though it was called the Monster Riots, it was humans who did the most damage, people like Donald Grigsby and his ilk who stirred their neighbors to chaos with messages of anger and fear. No one was safe. The violence spilled out of the city and into the suburbs, and anyone with even a drop of monster blood needed to flee. It has taken many long years to get back here, though that’s a story for a different time.”

We sat in silence for a moment, the heaviness of the story hanging between us. Finally, Constantine broke the quiet.

“Bah,” he said, waving a hand. “I don’t know why I told you all that.”

Yet I knew why he’d told me. He’d needed me to know how much his money was worth. What I’d spent on the Carnival of the Sun wasn’t only dollars, but his hopes for his family. The dreams of his late wife.

It wasn’t money I’d spent, I realized. It was Eleanor’s future.

At that moment, as if on cue, Eleanor burst from the exit door of the haunted house, a grin spread across her face like she was nine again and someone had told her she was going to the Carnival of the Sun. Despite the dim light, I saw the excited flush of her cheeks and the laughter that danced in her bright eyes. From beside me, I felt Constantine’s love for his daughter like a tangible thing.

Perhaps that was why I said the next words I did. There was no reason to say them, and I knew they would make things more difficult. Yet at the same time, just as I knew that selling the land to the Grigsby Family would be 100% wrong, I knew that what I was about to say was definitely right.

“How would the two of you like to be my partners in an exciting commercial enterprise?”


Twenty-One



Ididn’t want partners. Twice in his life, my father had taken on business partners, and he’d regretted it each time. “Partners are easy to get and hard to get rid of,” he’d told me time and time again. His first partner was a do-nothing, though that was better than the second, who was a do-nothing and a thief, skimming money from the business for five years to cover gambling expenses.

But it was the right thing to do. It hadn’t been my money to spend, yet I’d spent it, and that had left Constantine and Eleanor in a bad spot. Since I’d made the mess, it was my job to clean it up.

Besides, I hadn’t bought the Carnival of the Sun to make money… I’d done it to give myself a purpose, and that wouldn’t change with partners. In fact, I might benefit from others who could share the burden of responsibility.

The father and daughter looked at each other, and then back to me. “Can we talk about it privately?” Constantine asked.

I nodded. “Of course. There’s no rush on a decision.”

But it seemed both of them had already made up their minds; they’d only whispered to each other for a few seconds before Constantine looked up and said, “We’re in.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Yeah?”

Constantine flashed that charming smile. “Of course. It sounds like an adventure! And…”

He looked like he was about to say more, though he trailed off as Joey rounded the corner, followed by Dormouse. They froze when they saw us, as sheepish as kids who’d been caught shaking their birthday presents early.

“What are you guys doing here?” I asked. Now I realized I hadn’t forgotten to turn off the lights—Joey and Dormouse had come back to the park and turned them on.

Joey grimaced. “Uh, hey boss,” he said. “We didn’t know you were coming back here. You seemed real stressed about the incident today, and with our head mechanic being lost in the Evergreen, and the worms on strike, Dormouse and I thought we’d put in a little extra time helping out. You know, just to make things easier for you.”

I was touched they’d thought of me, though I didn’t want Constantine and Eleanor to know the extent of our problems.

Shut up, Joey, I thought. They already think Main Street is racist. Let’s not convince them we totally wasted their money.

“Incident?” Constantine said.

“Your head mechanic is lost in the Evergreen?” Eleanor added.

“Yup,” Joey said. “It’s a crazy story. His wife is a⁠—”

I interrupted him with a dismissive wave. We’re going to have a chat about oversharing the next time we’re alone, Joey, I thought, forcing a smile.

“Nothing to worry about,” I said. “Joey and Dormouse, I’m pleased to introduce you to Constantine and Eleanor. They’re…” I trailed off, unsure of how to describe them. “Uh, they’re my new partners in this enterprise.”

Joey’s eyes widened as he realized what he’d said. “Ohhh,” he said. “Right. Sorry.” He bowed theatrically. “Uh, pleased to meet you, Constantine and Eleanor. I’m Joey the Magnificent, warg extraordinaire, master of bugs. If you’re Max’s partners, you should know this is a great place. A fantastic place. No problems at all!”

Definitely going to have a chat, I thought.

“Joey is one of my oldest friends and the host of our bug show,” I explained. “Dormouse is our newest mechanic.”

“Dormouse fix,” Dormouse said.

“We were, uh, just heading out,” Joey said quickly. He bowed again. “A pleasure to meet you both. Come on, Dormouse. Let’s go!”

“Dormouse delighted,” the gnoll added. She and Joey quickly walked away.

“They seemed… nice,” Constantine said after they were gone. “It’s hard to find people who will work after hours—especially not of their own volition. They must really respect you. But I have to ask about what Joey said. Was all of that true? About the problems you’re having?”

I winced. I was sort of hoping we wouldn’t have to talk about that.

“Some… minor setbacks,” I said.

Constantine looked at me seriously. “If we’re going to be partners, we need to be honest with each other,” he said. “How bad is it, really?”

I sighed. Might as well come clean. “It’s… not great,” I said. “My mechanic who went into the Evergreen will be fine, but the worms really are on strike, and our PR agent quit today. I know next to nothing about marketing.”

Constantine tapped his chin. “Hmm,” he said thoughtfully. “Well, that’s not great. But you have time to fix everything, right? When is the carnival supposed to open?”

I grimaced. “We have just over a week.”

“Oh.” Constantine shrugged, as if this timeline weren’t a problem. “Less time than I thought, though that just means we’ll have to move quickly.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Wait,” I said. “You’re not freaked out by everything? You still want to be involved?”

Constantine laughed. “When you’ve fought vampires, everything else is easy. Let me talk to the worms, Max. I have a little warg blood in my veins. I don’t speak worm fluently but I speak spider, and the languages are similar.” He cracked his knuckles. “And I can be… persuasive.”

“I can help with the design and marketing,” Eleanor added. She made L’s out of her thumbs and pointer fingers and used them to form a rectangle that she brought to her face, framing the entrance. “Yup, I know how we can bring some real life to this place. But like my dad said, we’ll have to move quickly.” She nodded to the parking lot. “Come on, Max. We’re going to the city.”

I didn’t know what time it was, but I knew it was late—I’d already finished my work day before they’d accosted me at home. “Now?” I asked.

Eleanor nodded. “No better time to go where we’re going. Are we partners or not?”

I couldn’t argue with that. We left Constantine to deal with the worms and climbed back into the Scourge of the Black Death. The clock in the dashboard said 10:33 PM.

It was the latest I’d been to the city in months. Heck, it was the latest I’d been awake in months. Rebuilding the carnival had eaten up all of my free time, and I’d never been a night owl. When I’d dated Priscilla, I saw she was the sort who could be out until five in the morning with energy to spare, but I’d always preferred going to bed at a reasonable hour.

Early-to-bed, early-to-rise. It was another way we were different. That and her love of small dogs. And crystals. Those weren’t dealbreakers, per se, but then there was her hatred of monsters, and the fact that she’d betrayed my trust, and⁠—

“This is a pretty sweet car.” I was so lost in my own thoughts that I jumped when Eleanor spoke. I blushed as she leaned forward and ran a hand along the leather of the glovebox.

“Uh… d-do you… you like it?” I stammered. I swallowed and tried again. “It’s a 1964 Amberlin Stallion. First year they⁠—”

“Made the car,” Eleanor said. “I know.”

Now I looked over at her. The orange-and-yellow light that came in the windows from the street lamps softened her features, and I wondered how I’d ever mistaken her for a vampire.

“You like cars?” I asked. It was a stupid thing to say, because you don’t know that 1964 was the first year Amberlin rolled out the Stallion unless you have some interest in cars.

Eleanor shrugged. “I used to date a guy back in Esthion that drove a 1972 Stallion,” she said. “It was pretty much all he ever talked about. That and fly fishing. The guy loved fly fishing. Cars were at least a little more interesting than that.”

A truck drove past us in the opposite direction, the driver flashing us a thumbs up as we roared by. I laughed nervously. “Right,” I said. “It doesn’t freak you out to be in this one? Like, it doesn’t bring up bad memories or anything?”

Again, Eleanor shrugged. “Why should it?” she asked. “Wasn’t the car’s fault the guy was a jerk.”

It was the way I wished I could be, though I’d never found it easy to let go of the past. Long after my relationship with Priscilla was over, I found myself shying away from the things that reminded me of her. Perfume. Nail salons. Expensive coffee. Pomeranians too, though that was likely more of a reflection on Chou-Chou than my ex.

“You can drive it on the way back,” I said. “If… if you want. And if that seems fun to you.”

I was so nervous I was tripping over my words. But Eleanor looked surprised as she glanced over at me. Then, she smiled. “Yeah?” she said. “I think I’d like that.”

The conversation flowed naturally for the rest of the ride. To be honest, I felt like there was a bit of electricity in the car on that trip, though I didn’t want to read into it. I’d had enough drama for a lifetime and didn’t want to mix business and my personal life.

And that’s if what you think you’re feeling is actually there—which it probably isn’t, I told myself.

The city was only a few miles from the carnival. As we got closer, Eleanor started giving me directions. “Get off at this exit,” she said as we approached the main artery I usually used to enter Kos Minoo. “Right at the light. Then a left.”

I followed her instructions and realized we were headed into a dangerous part of town. Most of the shops were closed, though I recognized signs for pawn shops, bail bond places, and liquor stores. Many of the residential buildings had bars across the lower windows… and those were the inhabited ones. Half the windows and doors were covered with poorly graffitied plywood.

“Uh, are you sure we’re going the right way?” I asked. I didn’t know where we were headed, exactly, but it didn’t seem great… especially not at this time of night.

Eleanor squinted at a sign in the distance. “Uh, yeah,” she said. “Why do you ask?”

“This doesn’t look like the best area. In fact, I think we’re heading into the Valves.”

Eleanor nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”

Her nonchalance surprised me. “We can’t go to the Valves! That’s a bad part of town!”

Eleanor gave me a pitying look. “Your poor ex did a number on you, didn’t she?” she said. “You ever been to the Valves?”

“No, but⁠—”

“The Valves are where it’s happening, baby!” Eleanor smiled at me as she put a finger to her lips. “But don’t tell anyone. They’ll come, bulldoze the place, and build apartment complexes with indoor pools and coffee shops where the cheapest item on the menu is eight dollars.”

“Like the Argonaut Café,” I murmured. I hadn’t realized I’d said it out loud until Eleanor shook her head in disgust.

“Ugh,” she moaned. “Hate that place. You’re making a right at the next stoplight.”

We came to a stop before a tall apartment building with bars on the lower windows. Half a dozen gnolls were gathered on the stoop. They each wore brightly colored vests, and I noticed all of them had piercings in their ears. Their glittering eyes tracked us as I parked.

“You sure about this, Eleanor?” I asked quietly. “Their matching outfits make them look like a gang.”

“They are a gang,” Eleanor said. “The Disciples. A group of artists led by the mysterious Ra4elo.” The name sounded like “Rafaelo,” but I knew it wasn’t. I’d distinctly heard the number four in there. A little bell chimed in my memory, and I suddenly remembered the mural I’d seen on the side of Bain and Harding, the one that featured the giant bat. It had been signed by someone named Ra4elo.

“Wait, the artist?” I asked.

“The one and only! You know him?”

I shook my head. “Not personally.”

“Well, that’s who we’re going to meet. Look alive, Max. And stop seeming so scared. Gnolls can smell fear.”

Before I could reply, Eleanor climbed out of the car. I followed, making sure to lock the doors.

Am I being racist right now? I wondered. I didn’t know, but I kept the doors locked.

“Howdy!” Eleanor called to the monsters. “Any of you seen Ra4elo lately?”

One of the gnolls grunted. “Five Hands,” he said. He nodded at the Scourge of the Black Death, then to me. “Nice car.”

“Thanks,” I said. I didn’t know what “Five Hands” meant, but Eleanor seemed to understand, because she gave the gnolls a wave.

“Appreciate it,” she said. She turned and continued walking down the street, and after a moment of pause, I jogged to catch up with her.

“What’s Five Hands?” I asked.

“Not a what,” she replied. “Who. You ever been to the Hole in the Wall Café?”

“No.”

Eleanor rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Oh, you’re in for a treat.”


Twenty-Two



The Hole in the Wall Café was within a literal hole in the wall in the side of a brick building deep in the Valves. It’s not a place I would’ve found myself naturally—and if I had, it’s certainly not a place I would’ve entered.

Against my better judgment, I followed Eleanor through the gap, then suddenly found myself in a bustling restaurant. It was basically a large rectangle, with tables in the middle and an L-shaped counter along two walls. The tables were filled with every type of friendly monster imaginable, from gnolls and reptilians, to goblins and crakes. I also saw the childlike face of a dryad, which was a surprise, as I’d never encountered one outside the Evergreen.

Behind one part of the counter was a bar overhung with string lights, where two gnolls and a goblin furiously made drinks. The backbar was covered by a velvet sheet. Before it sat dusty bottles of green and black glass. They appeared to be organized with no rhyme or reason, yet that didn’t stop the bartenders from pulling them down to mix into their beverages.

The speed at which the bartenders moved was fascinating, but what really caught my eye was what was happening behind the other part of the bar, where a gigantic man in a chef’s hat stood before a flat-top grill. I put him at seven feet tall and perhaps four hundred pounds. At first glance, he looked like a normal person, though closer inspection revealed that he had…

“Five hands,” I murmured. “Ohhh.”

Although the chef’s back was toward me, I could see he moved with manic energy, each of his five arms ending in a hand that gripped a kitchen utensil. Two held spatulas, one wielded a knife, a fourth clutched a measuring spoon, and the fifth beat at the contents of a metal bowl with a whisk.

“Hmm?” Eleanor followed my gaze to the chef. “Oh, yeah. That’s Five Hands the Many Handed. Best chef in Kos Minoo, if you ask me. Four hands for pans and one for pastries. You’ve got to try his croissants.”

As she finished speaking, the chef turned around. When he saw Eleanor, he raised the hand with the whisk in greeting. Eleanor waved back and then pointed to a table in the back corner of the room that held three gnolls. “Oh, and there’s Ra4elo. Come on!”

I followed Eleanor through the sea of monsters and toward the mysterious artist. The gnoll may have been docile, but he looked like a barroom brawler. He must’ve been as big as Dormouse, and his fangs were four bone-white canines that looked like they could pierce cement. He wore a patch over one eye, and a puckered scar ran from one corner of the patch to his chin. Scar tissue lined the cut, which meant no fur grew on one side of his face.

Ra4elo sat with two others of his kind. Unlike Dormouse, who’d always worn a ratty suit, all three gnolls were dressed in the garb of the Disciples. The female wore a sash of neon-green fabric across her chest, while Ra4elo and the other male had on vests of electric blue and bright yellow, respectively.

“Let me do the talking,” Eleanor whispered to me as we stopped before Ra4elo’s table.

The three gnolls stopped eating and looked up at us. I’m not usually one to get worked up over being around friendly monsters, but I found my heartbeat quickening, and it wasn’t because of my proximity to Eleanor. All three positively glowered at me. I didn’t think they’d eat me, though they certainly looked like they wanted to try.

“What you want, Nor?” Ra4elo growled. Now that I stood before him, I saw his vest wasn’t just plain yellow. Rather, it was covered in delicate embroidery, the thread nearly the same color as the vest. It featured a rampant gnoll towering over a cowering human. The buttons were made of human teeth.

I wanted to run, but where would I go? I was deep in enemy territory without a hope of escape. The terror I’d felt when I’d thought Constantine and his daughter were vampires returned with a vengeance, turning my blood to ice and rooting my feet to the spot.

Eleanor was calm and collected. “Need your help with a project. I think you’ll be interested.”

Ra4elo’s gaze darted back to me, his single eye predatory. “I don’t help humans,” he grunted finally, turning back to the plate of meatloaf in front of him. “Now scram. I’m hungry, and the crew and I have business.”

That seemed like the end of it. “Maybe we should go,” I said quietly.

But Eleanor wouldn’t budge. “In case you’ve forgotten, you owe me a favor,” she said.

I winced. Let’s not antagonize the creatures with fangs the size of my hand, I thought.

The female gnoll beside Ra4elo noticed my discomfort and smirked. She drained her glass, which contained liquid the color of blood, before slamming it on the table and belching loudly.

“Maybe you should listen to your friend,” she said.

Eleanor crossed her arms. “Is Ra4elo not a man of his word?” she asked.

That hit a nerve. Suddenly, the entire room fell silent, as if everyone around us had been listening to our conversation. People put down their silverware and turned to face us. The bartenders stopped waving their shakers. Even Five Hands the Many Handed paused, the whisk he’d been using frozen above his bowl.

Slowly, Ra4elo set down his fork and looked around the room. I could see the emotions warring on his face. Finally, the artist waved a paw. “Bah,” he said. “Lola. Scrunch. Get outta here. Lemme talk to the pink skins alone.”

It was as if a spell had been broken. The other two gnolls pushed away from the table and the café fell back into its normal rhythm, customers resuming their conversations and the employees jumping back to work. Eleanor nodded at the female gnoll—Lola, if I had to guess—before sitting in her now-vacant seat. Scrunch shouldered past me, nearly knocking me to the ground. I took his chair.

“Can’t believe you pulled that in here,” Ra4elo hissed once his friends were gone. “What are you trying to do to me? I have a reputation to protect.”

Now that we were alone, Ra4elo’s vocal cadence was completely different. I stared at the gnoll, trying to reconcile this new tone with the voice I’d heard only moments before. He sounded… educated. Cultured. Even prim.

Eleanor sniffed. “When I say I’ve got something important, you need to trust me. And this is something important.” She glanced down at his vest. “Nice outfit, by the way. Are those teeth real?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ra4elo scoffed. “And no—obviously not. So what do you want, Nor? You didn’t come here to talk fashion. And who is this?”

He turned his gaze back to me. I was pretty confident he wasn’t going to hurt me, though it still took considerable willpower to meet his eye and not look away.

“This is Max,” Eleanor said. “Bought my father’s old house on Spider Lane. Found the rainy-day money Constantine had hidden beneath the bathtub and used it to buy the old Carnival of the Sun. My father and I are his new business partners. But before we showed up, Max had started hiring monsters. His lead mechanic is a gnoll.”

Ra4elo raised a furry eyebrow at me. “Yeah?” he said curiously. “That’s… interesting. Very interesting.” He held out a hand. “Apologies for the rude welcome, Max. Well met.”

I certainly wasn’t going to question his sudden change of heart, so I shook his hand and said, “A pleasure. I’ve seen your work before. I really like the mural you did on the side of Bain and Harding.”

Ra4elo smiled. “Ha! Always nice to meet a fan. Thanks for saying that.” He motioned to a separate plate from the meatloaf. “Help yourself, if you’re hungry. I ordered that, but none of us have touched it yet.”

At his words, my stomach rumbled. The plate was covered in cheese and charcuterie, big chunks of hard white cheddar and three different kinds of meat. There was also a tiny bowl of pistachios and another filled with a hunk of honeycomb, the wax glistening in the dim light. And a plate of croissants. I remembered what Eleanor had said about Five Hands’ croissants and lifted one to my mouth first.

“Oh!” Eleanor said. “I forgot the most important detail. His ex-girlfriend left him for Brandon Grigsby.”

The flaky pastry lodged in my throat. Eleanor had been right, Five Hands’ pastries were incredible, but now I coughed and pounded my chest to get it free. “Ah, I-is that relevant?” I asked.

Eleanor shrugged. “What? It’s true! The monsters in Kos Minoo have no greater enemy than the Grigsby family.”

Ra4elo nodded. “She’s right. Anyone who has reason to hate the Grigsby family is a friend of ours.”

“So, I’m thinking there’s an opportunity here,” Eleanor continued. “You guys are looking for a place to paint, right? I imagine that’s what you were talking to Lola and Scrunch about. Or did I miss the mark?”

Ra4elo went back to his meatloaf with the verve of a predator who hadn’t eaten in a week. “You never do,” he said through a healthy mouthful of food. In one bite, he swallowed more than I could’ve eaten in a full meal. “At the insistence of our mutual friends, the city has passed a ban on graffiti. It used to be a fine and a slap on the wrist. Now, anyone caught with paint faces jail time. And that’s even if the building owner asks us to be there.”

“Max has acres and acres of blank walls,” Eleanor continued. “He has the park in working order at the moment, but… it’s boring. Well, the haunted house is cool, but everything else will put the guests to sleep.”

I didn’t love the description, but I’d agreed to let her take the lead on design, so I had to accept her critiques. Ra4elo nodded. “I see what you’re getting at,” he said. “We want to paint, and you need a paint job. And you’re outside the city limits.”

Eleanor grinned. “Smart and talented. That’s why I like you, Ra4elo. That and your rakish charm.”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t let Beth hear you talking like that. She gets jealous.” He winked at me, then sat back in his chair and folded his hands over his stomach. I could practically see the wheels turning behind his obsidian eyes.

“You in?” Eleanor asked.

Ra4elo leaned forward. “Tell you what. You give me and my Disciples free rein of the park and we’ll fix it up for you. No charge. We can spread the word across the Valves, too. What do you think?”

He looked at me thoughtfully. I’d already found two new helpers that day—why not another?

I held out my hand. “Deal.”


Twenty-Three



It was late when Eleanor and I left the café. When we got back to the Scourge of the Black Death, the Disciples who’d been sitting on the stoop had left, but to my relief the car was exactly where we’d left it. There wasn’t a scratch on it.

“Do you want to drive?” I asked. “I did promise.”

Eleanor brought a hand to her face to cover a yawn. “You know what? I’m afraid I’ll fall asleep on the drive. I’m a morning person, if you can believe it. Let’s save that for a second date.”

My heart skipped a beat at that. “Uh, sure,” I said awkwardly. We got into the car and the engine came to life with a roar. I backed it out of the spot and put us back on course toward the suburbs.

We rode in silence for a while, my head and heart both spinning. For several miles, I couldn’t get my thoughts under control. So this had been a date? Did that mean Eleanor was interested in me as well?

When we got back onto the highway, I turned toward the nightrunner in the passenger seat. I’d thought Eleanor was asleep, but I saw her lidded eyes half-open, staring at the road.

“I meant to ask—what favor did you do for him?” I asked.

“Hmm?”

“In the café. You mentioned that Ra4elo owed you a favor. How did you earn it?”

“Oh!” Eleanor said sleepily. “I’m great with balloon animals. In Esthion, we lived next to a retired circus performer, and I cut his grass in exchange for lessons. So, yeah. I did my thing at Ra4elo’s niece’s seventh birthday party three weeks ago. Nice kid.”

Maybe everyone I knew had hidden depths. Dormouse didn’t look like a mechanic, and I wouldn’t have pegged Ra4elo for an artist. Similarly, I wouldn’t have imagined Eleanor could make balloon animals. But strangely enough, now that I was thinking about it, I could picture the nightrunner holding court at a child’s birthday party.

I felt a blush creeping up my neck as I asked my next question. “Did you… mean what you said earlier? About this being a date?”

But Eleanor didn’t answer. I realized she’d finally fallen asleep.

When we got back into the suburbs, Eleanor woke long enough to give me directions to the cabin where she was staying with her father, which wasn’t far from the park at all. In fact, it backed up to the same woods. I couldn’t see the house very well by the light of the moon, but it appeared Eleanor and her father lived in a small, cozy cabin with a wraparound porch. It wasn’t where I’d imagined the great Constantine Victory living, but then again, how well did I really know him?

“Thanks for driving,” Eleanor mumbled as she unbuckled her seatbelt. I was so surprised when she gave me a quick kiss on the cheek that I didn’t realize what had happened until after she’d already turned into smoke and flowed into the house. I drove home in a daze, unable to wipe the goofy smile from my lips, and fell into a sound, dreamless sleep.

The next morning, I was in a good mood as I drove to the Carnival of the Sun. I was nervous about how much we still had to do before the carnival opened, but I knew my team could handle it.

For the first time in months, I wasn’t the first one there. Standing outside the gates were a dozen gnolls dressed in the neon vests of the Disciples. Dormouse stood with them, towering over all the gnolls except Ra4elo.

Joey was there, too. I had to admit, my friend looked quite dashing and surprisingly confident in his full ringmaster regalia, which included knee-high boots, a red vest with gold embroidery, a silk ascot, and a top hat. The look was completed by a red cape and black walking stick. He must’ve said something funny to Lola, one of the gnolls who’d been sitting with Ra4elo the night before, because both of them were laughing.

Constantine was there, as was Eleanor. They’d been looking at the gates, their heads bowed in conversation, but looked up as they heard me pull into the parking lot.

“Hey there!” Eleanor said once I’d gotten out of the car. “Gonna be a beautiful day at the Carnival of the Sun.”

“But you’re not going to be around to see it, Max,” Constantine continued. He held something up and I saw it was a gold skeleton key, the head gleaming in the morning light. “You’re going on a forced vacation. And not to your own house, because if you go there, you’re just going to do more projects. No, for the next week, you’re going to my house. It’s no woodland estate, but I think you’ll find it comfortable. And while you’re relaxing, we’re going to do the heavy lifting to turn this place around.”

He tossed me the key and I caught it. “Wait a minute,” I said, completely taken aback. “What?”

“Let’s be frank with one another, Max,” Constantine said. “The bags under your eyes are darker than beli’ezel fur. If I’ve learned anything in business, it’s the value of structured rest. If you try to burn the candle at both ends, you’ll run out of wax.”

I didn’t think that was the right aphorism, exactly, but I knew what he was trying to say. “You’re kicking me out of my own park?”

Eleanor smiled. “Our park, partner. And yes. That’s exactly what’s happening. You need a break, Max. And while you’re away, I’m going to do what I do best, which is design, and my father is going to go through the financials and make sure this place can run as a successful business.”

Given their backgrounds, the plan made sense. And if I was being honest with myself, the idea of a vacation was… nice. However, I couldn’t abandon the park. Not now, not after all the time I’d already spent there.

Constantine must’ve seen the resistance on my face, because he put his hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eyes. “You’ve done right by us, boy,” he said. “Let us do right by you. We’ll see you next week.”

That was how, only hours after dropping Eleanor at the cabin she inhabited with her father, I found myself once again bumping down its pitted gravel drive.

It was a strange sensation to find myself broken from my routine. Have you ever looked up from a project and realized how much time has passed? I’m not talking about a few minutes or an hour, but entire months. One moment, I was lost in the development of the Carnival of the Sun; the next, I sat in a hot car outside a house on the outskirts of the city.

When I’d dropped Eleanor off the night before, I hadn’t been able to see much of the cabin. Now I saw that it sat in a clearing surrounded by mature maples and wizened pines, most starting to show the first buds of spring. The house certainly didn’t look like a place a great monster hunter would live. Moss grew atop the shingles, and half the boards on the porch were rotted through.

I got out of the car. It was quiet. The only sounds came from my car, the rustling of pine needles in the light breeze, and the occasional chirp of a bird.

Sighing, I climbed the steps and used the key Constantine had given me to open the creaking front door.

He did say it wasn’t an estate, I thought as I peered through the front door. The cabin was small—the first floor was a single open room with a couch, fireplace, and stove. The walls were completely bare, and the only personal effects were a few books that sat atop the mantel.

I walked inside and ran my finger along the dusty spines of the books. I wasn’t surprised to find the classics of Constantine’s craft: The Beginner’s Guide to Monster Hunting, Beli’ezels and Sirens, and End to Evil’s Compendium.

Upstairs was a single bedroom; when I saw a blouse thrown over the chair in one corner, I blushed, realizing the room belonged to Eleanor. It felt uncomfortably intimate to be in that space, so I quickly backed out of the room and closed the door, resolving to sleep on the couch.

The only other room in the house was a single bathroom. The sink had a bad drip and there were mineral stains beneath the faucet in the tub. I made my way back downstairs and pulled aside the frilly curtains to peer into the backyard. There, I saw a clearing with a brush pile and firepit. Beyond that was a barrel sauna, and farther still was the infamous Evergreen.

The house was cozy enough, I supposed. But as I flopped onto the couch, I felt restless and anxious, like there was something I should’ve been doing yet wasn’t. I couldn’t sit still. I puttered about the cabin, made coffee, dumped it out, made it again. Just to stay occupied. Then I went upstairs and fixed the drip in the bathroom sink. I walked around the property and collected all the downed sticks and branches, which I put atop the brush pile.

By the afternoon, however, I finally found myself calming down. I sat in a chair long enough to read a few chapters of The Beginner’s Guide to Monster Hunting, and took time to enjoy the sauna. The dry heat helped clear my head, though within fifteen minutes I was dripping sweat and needed to take a break.

Within a day, I’d established a new routine. I still woke up with the sunrise, but instead of heading to work, I went out behind the house and started a fire in the sauna’s oven. While it heated, I made a cup of coffee and drank it while I read one of Constantine’s books. By the time I was done with my coffee, the sauna was piping hot, so I endured the heat for as long as I could before I got out, took a cold shower, and then went back outside and chopped wood to replace what I’d used.

On the third morning, I was lost in my thoughts while chopping wood, but was pulled from them when I heard a noise coming from deeper in the woods. At first I thought it was my imagination, but a moment later I heard it again. I stopped what I was doing to listen.

What is that? I wondered. Yes! There. It sounds like… strings?

Someone in the woods was playing a violin—and playing it well. I rested the haft of my axe against a nearby trunk and listened. The violin’s soft notes drifted through the trees, a mournful dirge that made me feel sad. Without thinking about it, I walked into the trees.

It took the brush of a spiderweb against my face to make me pause. I was going into the Evergreen. The last place in the civilized lands where monsters ran free. And this time, I didn’t have Dormouse to protect me.

What if something malignant found me? What if the music itself was a trap to lure me to my doom? I considered both possibilities, though I quickly discarded them. Beli’ezels were more apt to eat a violin than use one, and sirens didn’t play instruments. Maybe a vampire could’ve plucked the strings, though I didn’t think that was the case here. There was something too beautiful about the music to have stemmed from something evil. Just in case, however, I went back to the woodpile and grabbed the axe I’d left leaning against the tree. Then I picked my way back through the woods.

I walked for twenty minutes, steadily drawing closer to the source of the sound, before I came to the edge of a clearing. From within, I saw the source of the strange music. It appeared to be a small child who sat on a stump with her back to me, the violin pressed to the hollow of her slender neck. She worked the strings of her instrument with a surgeon’s precision.

I was stupefied. After a few moments, I realized I wasn’t looking at a child, but a woman. She had flame-red hair that reached the small of her back and wore a crown of living butterflies, which took to the air every few seconds before resettling, their wings a collection of bright blues, reds, and yellows. The woman’s clothes were crafted from little more than twigs, bark, and leaves, and gave the appearance they’d been grown rather than crafted.

I don’t know how long I stood transfixed, frozen by the beauty of the woman’s music. To this day, I still don’t know how a single instrument could produce such a vivid chorus. At some point, I must’ve unconsciously taken another step forward, because my foot came down on a branch hidden beneath a fern—snap.

The effect was immediate. With a discordant squeal, the music cut off and the butterflies took to the air. The woman whirled to face me. As she did, she slung the violin across her back and simultaneously lifted something from the ground that I hadn’t seen before. Suddenly, she had in her hands a staff of polished black wood as tall as her with two spikes of icy-white metal protruding from either side of the head to form a wicked crescent moon. In that moment, I realized I’d made a mistake.

The woman wasn’t human. I suppose I should’ve known that. From behind, she’d looked human enough, but her eyes were twice as large as they should’ve been and set wide on her face, which was marked with thin green veins. This wasn’t a beli’ezel, a siren, or a vampire, but she was a monster. A dryad, I realized, and in that moment I heard Ned’s voice: “The dryads won’t suffer a human in their territory. Especially not a man.”

I held up my hands in what I hoped was a placating gesture. “I’m sorry!” I said. “I was attracted by your music. I… I know I shouldn’t be here.”

The dryad snarled, her lips pulling back from her gums to reveal a mouth full of needle teeth.

“Sthefor fassthan tosares,” she hissed as she waved her weapon in my direction. At least, that was what her words sounded like. Her language was full of sibilant curls and fricative consonants, like the flow of water over smooth river stones, and I didn’t speak her language.

“I’m sorry,” I repeated, starting to slowly back away. “I’ll go now.”

But I only got a single step before I felt something sharp press into my back. I glanced over my shoulder and saw another of the crescent moon-shaped blades. This one was attached to a spear held by a second dryad who’d somehow snuck up on me while I was watching the first. This one had similar clothes to the first, though she wore no crown, and her auburn hair was tied into tight braids interwoven with hawk feathers and acorns. Her eyes were the dark brown of wet oak but glowed as brightly as those of her friend, like they were illuminated by some inner source.

“Human intrude,” she hissed. This one, at least, I understood. “Human break boundary. Human die.”

“Die?” I said. “Wait, no! This is a big misunderstanding!”

Clearly, the dryad wasn’t moved. She jabbed me with her weapon again. “Break rules,” she said. “Die!”

More dryads appeared around us, seemingly growing from previously unoccupied bushes or out of nearby tree trunks. Most of them carried spears, though others carried tightly strung bows with quivers full of neatly fletched arrows hanging from leather belts. They quickly surrounded me while hissing at each other in their flowing language. Again, I didn’t know what they were saying, though I heard one word repeated frequently: Die. Die. Die.

“Move.” The dryad with the weapon at my back forced me into the clearing.

“Can we talk about this?” I asked meekly.

“No talk,” the dryad said. “Death.”

She put the sharp side of her blade to my neck. I felt the cold metal against my skin. Suddenly, I saw the clearing from above, with the dryads gathered around me. The situation felt like a dream. Because how could it be real? For so long, I didn’t have anything going on in my life, and then I did, and now all of that was going to end? I hadn’t seen the opening of my park. I hadn’t walked amongst the rides and attractions while they were in full swing, with all the lights and smells and sounds of a fully operational carnival. I hadn’t gotten to know Eleanor.

If the dryads killed me, she’d never find my body. She’d return to the cabin to come across an unlocked front door and a half-filled cup of coffee in the sink. She’d think I abandoned the project. Abandoned her.

“Wait!” The word rang through the clearing. I realized I’d closed my eyes and opened them in time to see a familiar figure break the tree line.

“Ned?” I said, shocked. Then something slammed into the side of my head and everything went black.


Twenty-Four



Iwoke with the taste of something earthy on my tongue. My head swam, so it took me a moment to realize I lay on a soft bed inside what appeared to be a tent. The fabric that comprised the walls was dyed in calming shades of tan and turquoise, and there appeared to be a mobile strung above my head, the elements perfectly balanced.

Ned sat in a chair in one corner, a book in his lap, though he quickly closed it when he saw that I was awake.

“Max!” he shouted joyfully. The noise lanced through my head and I brought a hand to my aching temple. My head appeared to be wrapped in some type of gauze, though I winced when I felt the bump underneath.

“Ugh,” I said. “What happened?”

Ned smiled sheepishly. My mechanic wore different clothes than the last time I’d seen him, his greasy overalls replaced by a tunic and shorts of leaves and bark. His steel-toed work boots had been traded for moccasins made from cured deer skin, and a knife with a horn handle hung from his belt.

“Satori conked you pretty good,” Ned said. “But Kyra talked her down before she could finish you off. You’re safe now. We’re in the dryad camp.”

“They were going to kill me,” I said blearily.

“That’s right,” Ned said cheerfully. “But they’re not anymore! Why are you here? You didn’t come looking for me, did you? Gosh darn it! I told you not to!”

“I did,” I said. I still wasn’t sure exactly what had happened. I’d gone looking for Ned, hadn’t I? But that had been days ago…

Ned seemed to realize I was struggling. “Take it easy,” he said. “You took a pretty hard knock.” He stood, then looked toward the entrance of the tent and said something in the language of the dryads. His pronunciation actually sounded pretty good. A moment later, the tent flap opened, and a dryad pushed inside; I immediately realized it was the one who’d been playing the violin.

“Max, this is my wife, Kyra,” Ned said. “Kyra, this is the guy I was telling you about—the one who bought the Carnival of the Sun.”

The dryad curtsied. “A pleasure to meet you,” she said.

“A pleasure to meet you, too,” I croaked. I was starting to put everything together. “So… you made it, then? You two found each other?”

Ned threw an arm around his wife and pulled her close. She was a foot shorter than him, though she stood on her tiptoes as the two shared a long, passionate kiss. Then he pulled away and smiled at me. “Sure did.”

I felt like I was still dreaming. “We were worried about you!”

Ned rolled his eyes. “I knew you would be. That’s why I left a note.”

“The note made us more worried. Dormouse and I came looking for you the day you left, but we had to give up at some point. Dormouse was tracking you, but I don’t think she’s as good a tracker as she thought—it was like you’d just walked in circles over and over again.”

Ned smirked. “That’s exactly what I did. I had to come for Kyra and I knew you’d try to stop me, so I duped you.”

Dormouse will be pleased to hear that. I nodded. “And it worked out, clearly,” I said. I remembered the fear and disappointment in his eyes when he’d told me about having to face down Satori to get the dryad’s laws changed. “Wait, so does this mean you beat Satori?”

Ned shook his head. “Not me. I told you—I’m a mechanic. Some of the masterpieces Satori has built… you’d weep to look at them. I’ll be honest, when I first crossed into dryad territory, I got a welcome much like yours.”

“They wanted to kill you?”

“Sure did! But Kyra stood up for me. She was the one who challenged Satori. And I’ll tell you what, Max. It turns out love is a pretty good inspiration for art! Who would’ve thought? The dirge that Kyra played during her bid for leadership was so beautiful even Satori started crying. Then she switched to a lullaby, and it was so powerful it put half the tribe to sleep. Satori never stood a chance.”

He looked lovingly at his wife, who smiled sheepishly. “Satori admitted defeat?” I asked.

“She didn’t have a choice,” Ned continued. “Kyra was the clear winner. But what about you? You haven’t been wandering around the Evergreen for days, have you?”

Now that my head had cleared, I told Ned all about everything that had happened since he’d left, from the arrival of Constantine and Eleanor, to my meeting with Ra4elo. He listened attentively throughout, but perked up when I mentioned the Disciples. Kyra also seemed interested, chattering to Ned in the strange language of the dryads.

“Are those the gnolls in the brightly colored vests?” Ned asked. I nodded. “We know all about them. They’re not exactly master artisans, but they work hard and we like their fundamentals. So they’re the ones helping redesign the Carnival of the Sun?”

“As we speak, as a matter of fact. I’ve been put on a forced vacation.”

Ned nodded thoughtfully. “You needed it. Have you seen the bags under your eyes?”

“People keep saying that.”

“Because it’s true!” He winked at me. “Are you feeling up for a walk? If so, there’s something I want to show you.”

Gingerly, I got to my feet. I felt fine. I took a few experimental steps before nodding at Ned.

“Let’s go.”

In recorded history, few humans have seen deep into dryad territory. On that day, I became one of the lucky ones. The home of the dryads consisted of a dozen wood-and-thatch lean-tos surrounding a large stone firepit. A little ways off, I saw a complex series of bamboo pipes that appeared to deposit fresh water from some unknown source into a long wooden trough. There were a few racks with plant fibers stretched between them to dry in the sun.

The camp seemed surprisingly primitive for a species I considered to be so advanced. When I pointed this out to Ned, he nodded and said, “It’s because they don’t spend a lot of time here. In fact, the average dryad only needs three hours of sleep each night. The rest of the time, they’re near their heart trees.”

He gestured to the forest. I peered amongst the trees but couldn’t see anything other than leaves and branches. “I see,” I said, though I definitely didn’t. “And, uh, what do they do there?”

“That’s what I want to show you. Come on.”

I followed Ned out of the circle of makeshift huts and into the forest, amazed at how quickly he’d changed from a human mechanic into a child of the woods. The real change wasn’t in what he wore, but how he moved; my friend slipped through the branches like a shadow, his feet barely making any noise as they whispered over downed branches and fallen leaves.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t a child of the forest. I’d rarely been more aware of my body as I crashed after him, feeling a bit like an ox in a shop full of glass antiques. Luckily, we didn’t have too far to go—after a few minutes, Ned held up a hand for me to stop.

“Shhh,” he said in a hushed voice. “There.”

At first, I couldn’t see what he was trying to show me. Then, as my eyes adjusted to the light, I noticed two interesting things. The first was a tree, which wouldn’t have been so interesting, as the forest was full of them; this tree, however, had a burl in its center that surrounded a beating heart. That was the only way to describe the strange object, which pulsed to the rhythm of the forest. Ned had spoken many times about heart trees, though I hadn’t understood. Now, the words made sense.

The forest literally contained the dryads’ hearts.

But that wasn’t the only thing that caught my attention. For beside the tree sat a house in miniature, perhaps six feet tall and six feet wide, large enough to let me peer through its palm-sized windows though not tall enough for a human to live inside. And as I looked at the delicate front porch, the intricate trim and furniture that I glimpsed through the tiny windows and open front door, I realized this wasn’t any house, but my house: the one at 13 Spider Lane. Like the dryad’s strange clothes, it appeared to have been grown rather than crafted, its walls sprouting from the ground as naturally as any flower. The tiny windows weren’t made from glass but iridescent dragonfly wings. The shutters were made from overlapping bits of acorn nuts, and the curtains were sewn out of spider silk. Several of the windows glowed with warm light that came from the backs of fireflies.

As a craftsman, I knew the house intimately, which is why I quickly recognized the differences. The house wasn’t as it appeared today. Rather, it was an aspirational version of the house—a vision of what it could be.

“What is this?” I asked, though I already knew. Ned had told me the dryads valued beauty above all else. They spent their time near the heart trees, crafting beautiful things to delight the people around them. One of the dryads must have seen my house—must’ve seen me—and had used my work as inspiration for their own masterpiece.

I caught movement from the corner of my eye and glanced over to see Kyra step from the trees. She looked at the house, then turned to me shyly and said, “Do you like it?”

Now everything made more sense. This was Kyra’s heart tree. Kyra’s creation, which she’d crafted as a gift to me for taking good care of her husband.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered. I meant it.

I don’t know how long I stood there, staring at the beauty of my home. Maybe my head hadn’t been as clear as I’d thought when I’d finally gotten out of bed, or perhaps the dryads had used some type of magic on me, but I don’t remember stepping away from the heart tree.

Yet one moment I was there, marveling at each small choice and detail, and the next I found myself standing beside the sauna in Constantine Victory’s backyard. I blinked in surprise, unsure of how we’d managed to cover so much distance in such a short amount of time. I turned toward Ned and found Kyra beside him, one arm wrapped around his waist.

“This feels like a goodbye,” I said.

“You’ve always been perceptive,” Ned replied. “It was good to see you, Max. I’m sorry I left you, and that I have to leave you again now. I hope it didn’t put you in a bad spot.”

I shook my head. “You did everything we needed and more. Honestly, I wouldn’t be here without you. I’ll admit to missing your cocoa, which tastes way better when you make it, but Dormouse is talented enough to keep everything working, and far be it from any of us to get in the way of love.”

A grin split Ned’s round face. “Thank you for saying that, my friend.”

We shook hands before I turned to Kyra. I didn’t know the protocol for saying goodbye to a tribal leader of the dryads, though I figured I couldn’t go wrong with a low bow. That seemed to have been the right move, because she smiled at me and put her hands over her heart.

“We appreciate what you’re doing for the monsters,” she said quietly. Her voice was like the rustle of wind in the trees. “You’ll always have friends with the dryads.”

“And you’ll always have a friend in me. You should visit the park sometime. I’d be happy to give you a tour.”

Kyra nodded, and that was that. I turned and started walking toward the house. It felt right, somehow, to have seen Ned with Kyra, to have brought him back to the place where he’d once found love and discovered it again.

I’d only gotten a few steps before Ned called after me. “Max!” I glanced over my shoulder to see him silhouetted against the trees, his wife at his side. He wasn’t a tall man, though in that moment he looked like a giant. It wasn’t only his height, but his presence. “One more thing. Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” I replied without hesitation. I meant what I’d said when I’d told Ned I wouldn’t have been there without him. He was the first one I’d gone to after I’d bought the Carnival of the Sun. The first one to believe in me. I could always find another mechanic, but a friend was a harder thing to come by.

Ned winked. “Before you open the carnival, make sure the dryad viewing area is ready to go. I’ll make sure there’s a surprise for you on the other side of the glass.”

I nodded. “Thank you,” I said, though now I was speaking to the trees.

Ned and Kyra were gone.
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Ispent most of the last two days of my forced vacation in the house. It rained both days, so I couldn’t help but enjoy the warmth of a crackling fire and several good books. I left once to pick some wildflowers, which I put in a vase beside the sink, but that was it. When it was time for me to leave, I left a note beside the flowers:

Constantine and Eleanor, thank you for showing me the way.

My forced—and much-needed—vacation was over.

My heart beat quickly as I pulled up to the Carnival of the Sun. At least, that was where I’d thought I’d driven. When I got closer, however, I didn’t recognize my park.

The painted wooden fence that had once ringed the park had been replaced entirely. Gone were the tall posts and nostalgic quotes. In their place were gates of black iron, like the kind you might find on a creepy graveyard.

Eleanor stood proudly before the gates, her arms crossed over her chest. Joey and Dormouse stood beside her. If not for them, I wouldn’t have been sure I was in the right place.

“Hey Max!” Joey called as I climbed out of the car. “How was your vacation?”

But I didn’t want to talk about vacation. How could I? The change in the park was so stark I could only gawk, my jaw hanging somewhere near the ground. And I wasn’t even inside yet!

“What… what have you done?” I finally stammered.

Eleanor turned, following my gaze to the front gate. The tiny turning man that had once given me and Ned so much trouble had been replaced by a miniature gnoll. And now instead of the sun, it clutched a crescent moon.

“We jazzed it up!” Eleanor said excitedly. “You like it? I’ll give you the grand tour.”

At that moment, Constantine exited the office and started walking toward us. “Eleanor!” he said. “Have we—?” He cut off as he saw me standing there. “I thought I heard voices! Welcome back, Max. Welcome to the Midnight Carnival!”

The Midnight Carnival. The words rang in my head like bells. Not the Carnival of the Sun. The Midnight Carnival.

It was perfect.

“We completed a market analysis,” Constantine said. “We looked at a fifty-mile radius around the park. You’ll get visitors from farther away, of course, though your best customers will be the ones close by, because they’ll come multiple times each season. Go toward Kos Minoo and you have about a million humans and some two hundred thousand monsters. But head toward the Evergreen and you’ve got about eight hundred thousand monsters and twenty thousand humans. It roughly balances out, though you have so much competition for human attention: cinemas and lightball games. Museums, theaters, and breweries. Zoos and parks and everything in between. If you’re appealing to humans, you’re one of a hundred attractions. But where do monsters go for fun?”

“Monsters go nowhere,” Dormouse answered matter-of-factly before I could respond.

“Except maybe the Valves,” Eleanor added. “That’s it.”

“In the world of business, an underserved market is an opportunity,” Constantine said. “We decided to take advantage of it.”

Eleanor rolled her eyes. “Don’t sound so callous,” she said. “What we wanted to do was create a space for the disenfranchised. A place where everyone can come and feel like they belong. Where parents can make new memories with their families. The park isn’t anti-human, but it is pro-monster. Where else does that exist?”

The narrative was compelling. Years earlier, humans had lost interest in the Carnival of the Sun. It wasn’t the attractions that had changed, but their tastes.

Why not bring the magic to a new audience?

“What are we all standing around for?” Joey asked. “Let’s show Max the new park!”

Squealing with delight, Eleanor reached out and grabbed my hand, sparks flying between us. All of my worries fell away as she dragged me toward the front gate; Joey, Dormouse, and Constantine followed on our heels.

“Come on,” Eleanor said. “You’ve got to see it to believe it!”

As it turned out, she was right. If Eleanor had sat me down and explained every change they’d made to the Carnival of the Sun, I wouldn’t have been able to picture what I saw. In a week, my friends had transformed the park into something I couldn’t have imagined in a million years. And the results didn’t look good.

They looked fantastic.

We started on Main Street, which had been injected with the energy I’d seen at the Hole in the Wall Café. Everything had been painted black with neon accents. Instead of wood, the buildings were made of brick and stone. The lanterns were filled with neon bulbs, and machines threw out sound and light. The petunias in the window boxes had been replaced with carnivorous plants, and the topiary was carved into friendly monsters.

“We brought in Five Hands to consult on the food and beverage options,” Eleanor said as she pointed toward a line of stalls, each painted in the same black-and-neon trim as the rest of the park. They were closed now, iron bars drawn across their windows. Soon, however, I knew the streets would be bustling and filled with monsters, laughter, and the smell of carnival foods. “Cotton candy and popcorn are staples, of course, though we also expanded the menu to fit more traditional monster tastes. Have you ever tried fried human? It’s exquisite.”

I glanced over at her, then laughed when she waggled her eyebrows to let me know she was joking.

Probably.

I laughed again when we reached the carousel. Gone were the old horses and chariots, mermaids and unicorns, and all the other fantasy creatures a human child might dream about at night. In their place were the subjects of monster legends: long-necked xylatars and silk-furred gryphons.

The carving was far more detailed than what had been on the old carousel, though I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness when I saw that the chariot where my parents had liked to sit was gone.

As if he could read my mind, Joey said, “I saw the way you looked at the chariot every time we walked past. I thought it might be special to you.”

“We saved that one, of course,” Constantine added. “I’m not going to tell you where we put it, though I think you’ll find it eventually.”

That was enough to cheer me up. Eleanor pulled me toward the lake, where I got another shock. The giant statue in the middle—the one that had once been of a boy holding up the sun—had been replaced by a larger version of the spinning statue out front. Now it wasn’t a boy but a gnoll, arms lifted toward the sky. A glowing crescent moon was clutched in its paws.

“How did you do all this in only a week?” I asked.

Eleanor shrugged. “It helps when you have an army of artistic gnolls.”

“ ‘The Artistic Gnolls’ sounds like the name of a terrible band. I still don’t see how all this was possible.”

“Call it magic, then. Stop asking so many questions, Max. Just accept that your friends are geniuses and great at what they do.”

Kiddie Land had been changed to Kitty Land. The original sign had been amended with neon lettering, and beside it was a mischievous-looking cat holding a can of spray paint. The cat’s arm was attached to a motor so that it moved up and down, giving the impression the cat was in the process of painting the sign. All children loved cats, those cuddly little balls of pink skin and fur, and I could only imagine the gleeful squeals of the children who’d soon see this place for the first time.

“The theme was Dormouse’s idea,” Eleanor said.

“Dormouse loves cats,” the gnoll said seriously. I tried to picture the massive mechanic with a kitten of her own. To my surprise, it wasn’t difficult to imagine.

The Magic Carpet had been painted black and given a stone façade and crenellations, so it now resembled a castle’s turret. The train that started in Kitty Land and chugged its way around the park now had a tail and whiskers.

As we continued our tour, I marveled at the changes. Everything in the park had been changed to fit monster sensibilities. And my friends had only had a week!

“You’ll be pleased to know we didn’t change a thing about the haunted house, since that one was actually fun,” Eleanor said as we approached Thrill City. “It was the only perfect attraction in the whole park.”

Like the rest of the park, the quadrant had been changed. Instead of looking like the glitzier parts of Kos Minoo, where Priscilla might hang out, Thrill City had been updated to resemble the Valves.

I smiled at that, remembering the glee she’d expressed when she’d first seen it.

“So that means you also changed the Terrestrial Pagoda?” I asked. I couldn’t wait to see it.

But Eleanor shook her head. “Not physically. Joey got the worms to behave, though. He and my father struck a deal with Wormscrabble.”

I thought of my difficult—and frankly terrifying—interaction with the group of worms and their power-hungry leader. “How’d you do that?”

“You’re giving me too much credit,” Constantine said. “Joey was the one who negotiated the deal.”

Joey snorted. “I speak their language better, but I couldn’t have done it without Constantine. As it turns out, he’s something of a legend amongst worms for how many bodies he’s put in the ground—which they love, of course, because they’re worms. He told them that after a year of good behavior, he’d take them on a great hunt beyond the Barricade to where he… well, buried quite a few corpses. But only if they’re kind to me and don’t give him a hard time. Honestly, it’s a little morbid, but we got the results we wanted.”

“I… see.”

Eleanor shrugged. “Don’t ever argue with a good thing. It doesn’t have to make sense.”

From Thrill City, we made our way to the Adventure World. As Eleanor had said, the Terrestrial Pagoda hadn’t changed, though I hardly recognized what had once been the Tummy Tickler. Before, it’d been a straightforward wooden roller coaster, the tracks made of steel strips mounted on laminated wood. Now, it looked closer to something grown rather than built. The support beams were trees—real, living trees, like the kind one might find in the Evergreen. The strongest of their branches had been interwoven to create the tracks.

“The Woodland Whirlwind,” Eleanor said. “I thought the name could use an update, too.” As we watched, a cart came down the tallest drop, hit the first turn, and followed the track in ever-widening circles. It didn’t clatter but slid smoothly, making hardly any noise as it whispered past and disappeared into a tunnel of bright flowers.

“Did the dryads help with this?” I asked.

Constantine nodded. “Who else? And speaking of the dryads…”

We walked to the nearby dryad-viewing station. Ned had told me to make sure it was ready to go—and it was. Beyond the glass windows sat a piece of art, and I gasped as I found myself looking at a scale replica of the park, just like the kind Ned’s wife had built of my house. The piece showed the park as it had been, complete with miniature figures to represent attendees. I looked from the parking lot to Main Street, from Kiddie Land to Thrill City, and from the Tummy Tickler to the Terrestrial Pagoda, marveling at all of the tiny details. All the while, a tiny version of the train that ran around the park went by on tracks built from twigs, its smokestack puffing out clouds of gray steam.

“The dryads have agreed to provide a new exhibit every month,” Eleanor said. “A different dryad will be in charge of the exhibit each time, so we’ll always get something interesting and new. This one was built by a dryad named Satori.”

“I know Satori!” I exclaimed. “She almost killed me a few days back.”

Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “That’s a story I’ll have to hear at some point,” she said. She pointed to a gold plaque hanging on the wall near the edge of the glass. “That’s her artist statement.”

I walked over to the plaque and read the text written upon it, which took the form of a short haiku:

An opening door

The future becomes the now

A new way is shown.

When we got back to the office, I saw a familiar chair behind my desk. Not my old desk chair, but the chariot from the carousel, which must’ve been painstakingly taken apart, brought inside, and reassembled piece by piece. Constantine had told me I’d find it eventually—and he’d been right.

“What do you think?” Eleanor asked. “Do you like it?”

My friends looked at me expectantly. I knew Eleanor wasn’t just talking about my new chair, but the entire renovation—which was a masterpiece. It was everything I’d ever dreamed about and more. I’d undoubtedly made it better through my work over the winter, but the collective work turned it into something far greater than the sum of its parts.

“Yes,” I said, “but I think I need some time alone.”


Twenty-Six



Iwalked around for a while until I found myself climbing the stairs that ran along the side of the Woodland Whirlwind’s first and highest drop. When I got to the top, I rested my arms against the metal railing and looked out over the park.

From where I stood, I could see the entire carnival. There was the statue at the center of the lake, the bright lights of the carousel, and the blinking gem at the top of the Magic Carpet. The tall spires of the Terrestrial Pagoda poked above the trees. In the distance, I could see the skyscrapers of Kos Minoo framed against the horizon.

Objectively, the carnival looked better than it ever had. I saw the opportunity Constantine had described and loved the idea of providing a space where everyone could feel safe.

Yet I couldn’t help but wonder, why did I feel… sad?

I wasn’t sure. Perhaps I was upset the ride was over. For months, I’d had something to distract myself from my failure of a personal life. Now, that distraction was gone. Or maybe I’d wanted to have been consulted on the changes. When everything else in life is out of your control, it’s nice to feel authority over something.

I stood there for a while until I felt a presence next to me. I didn’t need to look over to know it was Eleanor. No one else could’ve snuck up on me like that without me hearing them except maybe her father.

“Hey,” she said. “Want to talk about it?”

I stayed quiet. Eleanor was quiet, too. The two of us stood there, staring out over the park, and that was enough for both of us. After a while, I said, “I’m not sure I can put it into words that’ll make sense.”

“Want to try?”

“Not really. Sometimes emotions are just that: emotions. There’s not a rhyme or reason to them, and I don’t need to act on them. I can just feel them and… let them go.”

Eleanor nodded thoughtfully. “That’s true.”

“I do appreciate what you’ve done with the place. It looks better than ever. Better than anything I could’ve imagined. You and the Disciples are very talented artists.”

I couldn’t have been sure, but from the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Eleanor blush. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m working on it. There’s so much to learn from everyone—Ra4elo and the dryads. You.”

“Me?” I didn’t think I compared to them in any way, but Eleanor nodded.

“Like anything else, art is part nurture and part nature. You can learn about composition, brush strokes, light, and perspective. Anyone can learn art. But to be an artist, you have to combine what you’ve learned with whatever you have that’s innate. You have to learn how to express yourself in your chosen medium without getting in your own way, which is easier said than done. Much easier. Anyone can paint a picture. But in order to paint something timeless, you have to leave a piece of yourself on the canvas. That’s the difficult part, though it seems to come to you naturally, Max.”

I shrugged. I supposed she was right, in a way. Whenever I did a project, I didn’t do it halfway. I applied my whole self to the work and let my individualism poke through where appropriate.

“Are you happy with how the park turned out?” I asked.

Eleanor nodded. “It’s a masterpiece. They say there’s nothing new under the sun, that everything is a copy of something that came before it, but you know what? I don’t believe that. The monsters have never had a place like this. The Midnight Carnival is a one-of-a-kind attraction. I couldn’t be happier with how it turned out, and I’m glad I had a chance to play a part in its creation.”

“And what will you two do now?”

Eleanor sighed. “Oh, I think my father thought he’d settle down in that cabin and write a book or something. There are still a lot of people who remember his name. Not as many as there used to be, mind you, but enough that he could sell his story.”

“And you? Do you plan on sticking around?”

“Didn’t my father tell you? I’m going to art school.”

I scratched my head. “He told me you wanted to go to art school, which was part of the reason you came back for the money. Not that it was a sure thing.”

“Ah. Well, I haven’t told him yet. I got a letter from the Kos Minoo School of Design earlier this week. They offered me a full ride to their graduate program. So if you’re around in the fall… it sounds like I’ll be here, too.”

My heart soared, and not simply because it meant I might get to see more of Eleanor. I was genuinely happy for her. “Congratulations! We’ll have to celebrate. Funnel cake on me.”

Eleanor smirked. “I’m not sure Five Hands kept that on the menu,” she said. She stepped away from the railing and made fists of her hands, which she put behind her back. “Now, I didn’t come up here to tell you how awesome I am. Well, I did, but that wasn’t the only reason. I have a secret for you.”

“Oh?”

“Yup. Turns out, I recognized you when I saw you pull up to the house on Spider Lane. When my father and I sat on your porch and waited for you? That wasn’t the first time we’d met.”

“It wasn’t?” I tried to think of where I’d met the nightrunner before, though nothing came to mind. “I’m sorry, but I… I don’t remember.”

Eleanor shrugged like it didn’t bother her. “I wouldn’t expect you to. It was a long time ago. And I didn’t look like myself. Whenever we were in public back then, my father insisted I use a disguise.” She brought her hood over her head to cover her pointed ears. When she next spoke, she’d made her voice high and reedy so she sounded like a young boy.

“I don’t think I’ll ever see you again, best friend!” she said.

I remembered those words. They came from one of my greatest memories of my childhood. The day I’d been waiting in line for the Magic Carpet and the boy in front of me started a conversation. A boy, who’d been wearing sunglasses, and—strangely—a hooded sweatshirt for the Kos Minoo School of Design. Together, we’d ridden the Magic Carpet and decided we were best friends.

“I’ll see you in ten years, best friend!” I’d said to the boy when it came time for us to part ways.

“I’ll see you in twenty years, best friend!” the boy had replied.

“I’ll see you in fifty years, best friend!”

“I don’t think I’ll ever see you again, best friend!”

That’s the last thing the boy had said to me.

“That was you?” I asked.

Eleanor curtsied. “You’re taller, and definitely not as cute as you were, but I’d remember those dimples anywhere,” she replied. “Do you remember what you said back to me, before we left?”

Of course I did. “ ‘See you when we’re older, best friend,’ ” I repeated.

“And here we are. Turns out, you were right and I was wrong. We’re right back where we started.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. It was so unbelievable that, for a moment, I felt like I was in a dream. But the metal railing beneath my hands was as solid as real life. As was the woman next to me.

Sometimes, things worked out.

“I admire you,” Eleanor said. She took my hand and her skin was soft and warm. “Would you like to go on a date when all this craziness is over? I know a few fun places in the Valves. Plus, I still haven’t had a chance to drive that cool car of yours.”

“Yes,” I replied. “Yes, I’d like that a lot.”

Eleanor stood on her tiptoes and kissed me. It was a light peck, yet it was so surprising that I nearly stumbled backward, fell over the railing, and ended any chance I had of ever going on that date.

Somehow, I managed to maintain my balance, then thought about what had just happened. Her lips had been as soft as her hand.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Eleanor whispered. Then, in a puff of black smoke, she was gone.

After everyone was gone and after I’d locked up, I noticed a strange car in the parking lot. It was unusual because it was the only other car there besides mine, and because it was, by far, the nicest car I’d ever seen. A dark green Delta Angel, sleek as the carving of a dryad and every car lover’s dream. Its rounded headlights and griffin hood ornament made it unmistakable.

A gnoll leaned against the passenger door, placidly smoking a pipe. Great billows of smoke rose from the bowl and hung above his head, which was topped with a brown fedora. He wore a blue vest with brass buttons, and the gold chain of a pocket watch hung from a clip and disappeared into his pocket.

What now? I thought as I walked toward the car. When I got close, the gnoll nodded to me.

“The grand opening isn’t until tomorrow,” I said. “Can you come back then?”

The gnoll grunted and knocked on the Angel’s window. A moment later, the door opened and a man stepped out. He was thin and good-looking, with a proud nose and sandy-blonde hair. Like the gnoll, he was dressed richly. He wore a fitted navy suit with polished black shoes. He seemed familiar, somehow, though I couldn’t place him. I had no doubt his silver watch cost more than my car.

The man’s eyes were blue, but not like ice; they were warm. A tropical blue, like southern waters.

“Been a long time since I was here,” he said softly. “Everyone always said you’d do great things. It looks like they were right.” He extended his hand. “The smoking gnoll is Kingsley, my business partner. I’m Trent. You and I went to school together, but I was a few years older than you.”

“Trent Richards?” I asked. “Joey’s old boyfriend?”

Trent’s grip was firm. “You remember. That was a lifetime ago. I love what you’ve done here. The park looks fantastic.”

I smiled at that. “Thank you. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I’m a real estate agent,” Trent said. He must’ve seen the look on my face, because he raised an eyebrow. “You’re not a fan of real estate developers?”

“I… haven’t met many I’ve liked.”

Trent snorted. “That’s because your only choice has been the Grigsby family,” he said. “I’d hate developers too if that were the benchmark. Luckily, most of us have scruples, and it doesn’t mean we do any less well for ourselves. Kingsley and I run a company called Lawton Development, and our firm is opening an office in Kos Minoo. Our goal is to create safe developments—integrated developments—with opportunities for both humans and monsters. We’re completely opposed to the Grigsby Plan, and we’re setting up shop in Kos Minoo to stop it.”

I found myself nodding. In the last few months, the Grigsby Plan had become public knowledge. Their idea for the high-speed train must’ve been dropped after I’d thrown a wrench in their plans by refusing to sell the carnival, because that wasn’t included in the outline I’d seen, though it did call for a Kos Minoo free from monsters.

“You and I seem to have similar values,” I said. “Personally and professionally, the Grigsbys disgust me.”

As if to emphasize my words, Kingsley spit in the gravel, then wiped his lips with a silk handkerchief he pulled from his jacket pocket. “Amen to that,” he said.

“The Grigsby family is a blight on Kos Minoo,” Trent added. “They’ve wrecked this place because no one has stepped up to challenge them. As someone opening a safe space for both humans and monsters, Kingsley and I thought you’d enjoy hearing they won’t be walking all over the city like they own the place for much longer.”

In truth, it had left me tickled. I tipped my head. “Much obliged.”

“Trent,” came Kingsley’s low, rumbling voice. “Mention the other thing.”

The confident Trent suddenly looked nervous. “Ah,” he said, staring down at his feet. “That. Well, right. You see… both of us just moved to the city. Earlier this week, I was walking to lunch when I saw a flyer for the Midnight Carnival. Food, rides, an animal show. I thought, That looks like the park where I found my first love. And wouldn’t you believe it? Someone was reopening the Carnival of the Sun. Then I realized that Joey was running the Terrestrial Pagoda.” His voice cracked. “Is he here?”

The yearning in his voice raised goosebumps on my arms. “He’s, uh, gone for the day, but he’ll be back tomorrow morning,” I said. “For our grand opening. He’s doing shows at 11:00 AM, 1:00 PM, and 3:00 PM.”

Trent brightened. There were tears in his eyes. “Thank you,” he said. “Is he…? Uh, what I mean is…”

“Spit it out,” Kingsley said, rolling his eyes. “Or do we have to practice again?”

“Is Joey single?”

Single? My eyes wandered to the fourth finger of Trent’s left hand, where I noticed the conspicuous absence of a ring. Oh my gosh, I realized, my heart soaring. He wants to get back together with Joey!

I thought of the story Joey had told me about him and Trent, and about what he’d said at the end: “I think about him all the time. We were young, I know, but I swear he was the one.”

“You’re in luck,” I told Trent. “He is single. And I hope I’m not being too forward when I say I know he’d love to hear from you.”

Trent stood taller and cleared his throat. Once again, he was all business. “Good,” he said. “Excellent. We’ll see you tomorrow, Max. I imagine the next few weeks will be quite busy for you, but I look forward to connecting when things calm down. Put in a good word with Joey for me, will you?”

Nodding to me, Trent climbed back into the car. Kingsley grunted, tipped out his pipe, and went around to the driver’s side. He heaved his great bulk into the seat and slammed the door behind him. The sleek Angel roared to life, then rumbled out of the parking lot.

Alone, I took one last look at the park, closed to the public for the last time, and tried to capture its image in my mind.

“Maybe this place is magic,” I murmured to myself.

I climbed into my car and drove home.


Twenty-Seven



Have you ever experienced a perfect morning? Where the sun is shining, the birds are chirping, and you’re absolutely content?

That’s how I felt the morning the Midnight Carnival was set to open. I rolled out of bed, yawned, stretched, and threw open the curtains to reveal the bright morning light and a view of the Evergreen.

“Today is going to be a great day,” I said to the empty room. A split-second later, I was lifted off my feet by an unseen force, dragged into the hall, and sent tumbling down a living ramp made of earthworms to land unceremoniously on the floor of my foyer. I didn’t know which way was up and which was down, and I didn’t have time to scream before seemingly everyone I knew and cared about tossed confetti into the air above my head and shouted, “Surprise!”

My heart leapt into my throat. There was Joey, smiling sheepishly, his hat slightly askew and his arms raised to command his army of worms. He looked resplendent in his dapper sequin vest.

Before him, in a wheelchair, sat Uncle Barry, his prized raven Buckingham perched on his shoulder. Per usual, Uncle Barry looked grumpy, like he’d been pulled away from an episode of his favorite TV show, but he cracked a grin when he saw me staring at him.

There was Ned, and Kyra, and a contingent of dryads. As my eyes fell upon them, they stepped to one side, and Satori came forward. Clutched between her hands was an egg covered with ruby lacquer and gold filigree. She held it toward me.

“What’s this?” I asked.

With a click, the beautiful egg opened, revealing a little scroll inside.

“It’s a poem,” Satori said. “Read it later.”

“My goodness!” I said as she handed me the egg. I still felt half asleep. “I… I don’t know what to say. I don’t deserve this.”

“Of course you do,” Kyra said softly. “You’ve earned that and so much more.”

Dormouse, who stood behind Kyra, rumbled her agreement. Beside her stood the Disciples, including Lola and Scrunch, with Ra4elo at their head.

“I have something for you, too,” Ra4elo said. Kyra stepped back and Ra4elo shifted forward, handing me something he pulled from beneath his shirt. It seemed to be alive. No, it was alive. It was an orange cat, a bit on the chubby side—I recognized him immediately.

“Stir Fry?” I said, my hand going to my tattoo. Stir Fry trilled a greeting and jumped toward me, and I barely had time to prepare before my old cat landed in my arms. He butted his head affectionately against my chest and trilled again.

“He told me he has a mate now—and kittens,” Uncle Barry said from his wheelchair. With those words, a beautiful white cat walked out from behind the chair, followed by a litter of orange-and-white-striped kittens. One of the little fur balls pounced on a sibling, and the two fell to playing with one another before their mother pulled them apart. Stir Fry looked at them proudly, then gazed up at me as if to say, “See? I left for a reason!”

“They’re amazing,” I said to Stir Fry, rubbing the top of his head. My old cat folded his ears back and purred. “I’m so glad you returned!”

“I told him about Kitty Land,” Uncle Barry said. “Stir Fry said he’s honored that Eleanor and the Disciples made an entire area of the park dedicated to him and his family. They’ll be happy to keep it free of rats for you. That’s his partner, Luminara, and his kids are named Ducky, Daffy, Taffy, Tofu, Potluck, Cookie Dough, and Jonathan,” he said, pointing out each one in turn. “He said he can’t wait for you to get to know them.”

Five Hands the Many Handed had made the trip as well, and now that I saw him I noticed the air was filled with the scent of frying eggs and crisp bacon.

“Anyone want breakfast?” Five Hands asked. “I’ve got a batch of eggs over easy, but I’ll also do omelettes to order.”

“We need a picture first!” Eleanor said. She and her father stepped out from behind the Disciples. Per usual, Constantine Victory wore a black silk suit, while Eleanor was dressed in a shimmering red cocktail dress that looked far too formal for the occasion. Of course, I couldn’t help but notice it was also incredibly flattering. “Come on, everyone, gather around Max!”

I froze as the entire party swarmed toward me. The group crowded around me, bumping and jostling, while Eleanor took up position behind the camera on a tripod near the front door.

“Ra4elo, I’m only getting half your body,” she said as she looked through the viewfinder. “Scrunch, I can’t see you! It looks like you’re hiding behind Dormouse. Buckingham, look here! Your eyes are closed.”

Eleanor must’ve seen something she liked, because she said, “That’s it! After I hit the shutter, we’ll have five seconds. Here we go! Watch out, kittens. Make a space for me. I’m coming in!”

Our group cheered as Eleanor ran toward us. On the camera, a white light started to blink. “Five seconds!” Eleanor shouted again. She slipped into a spot beside me. “Four! Three! Two! One!” There was a click and a flash as the picture took. “I think we got it! Should we do a silly one?”

Obviously, we did a silly one. It might be the greatest picture I’ve ever seen. Ned has both index fingers jammed into his nose, one in each nostril. Eleanor has her hands splayed about her head like moose ears. An avalanche of worms towers above a terrified Joey, who clutches his uncle’s wheelchair in fear while Dormouse pretends to eat Uncle Barry. To this day, I still have the picture above the desk in my office and it makes me smile every time I see it.

One note I’ll make about that picture: at the time, I didn’t notice the person who stood at its edge, nearly invisible behind Ra4elo. It was only in hindsight that I saw him, and only after the fifth or sixth time that I looked at the picture that I recognized him. It was the old man who’d originally sold me the Carnival of the Sun, the one who reminded me of my father. In the picture, he was flashing two thumbs up at the camera, and the smile on his face made him look like the happiest man in the world.

But like I said, I didn’t notice him in real time. Maybe I was too shocked at getting dragged out of bed by thousands of worms and seeing everyone I knew and loved standing in the entry of my house—or maybe I was distracted by the smell of breakfast wafting from the kitchen. Regardless, the picture was proof he’d been there.

The only person who had worked on the carnival and wasn’t at the party was Priscilla, though that didn’t bother me in the slightest. Wherever she was and whatever she was doing, I hoped she was happy… though knowing her, and knowing the competition Brandon Grigsby was about to face from Trent, I doubted it. To be honest, I didn’t even know if they were still together, and I didn’t care.

After the picture, we started to file into the kitchen, where Five Hands the Many Handed lived up to his title as the best chef in Kos Minoo by offering a meal worthy of the history books. The kitchen wasn’t big enough to hold all of us, so we took turns. I went in with Eleanor, who took my hand, and Constantine, who clapped me on the shoulder and said, “What a fine day, my boy. You’ve made us all proud.”

As promised, Five Hands had cooked eggs and rashers of thick bacon, but also had pastries, golden-brown waffles, bowls of seasonal fruit, and fluffy pancakes bursting with blueberries. There was dark maple syrup and fresh-squeezed orange juice. There was also a silver tureen over an open flame labeled, “HOT CHOCOLATE - NED’S MOM’S SECRET RECIPE.”

My head spun as Five Hands loaded up my plate, then I spilled into the backyard to eat at the picnic tables the Disciples had set up there. It was a beautiful morning, already seventy degrees and sunny, and now I got yet another surprise. In the backyard, at the edge of the forest beyond the picnic tables, was a barrel sauna like the one I’d used at Constantine’s cabin. It hadn’t been there when I’d gotten back to the house the night before, and I had no idea how Constantine had managed to maneuver it into my backyard without waking me up.

“You’re still welcome to use mine, of course, but I thought you’d like one of your own,” the great monster hunter said, stepping out of the kitchen behind me.

“Uncle Barry helped us bring it here,” Eleanor said, answering my earlier question.

From one of the picnic tables, Uncle Barry snorted. “Bah!” He lifted a piece of melon on his fork and waved it toward me. “That wasn’t me! That was my nephew and his insects.”

Joey sat next to his uncle. “Worms technically aren’t insects,” he said.

Uncle Barry ignored him. “Buckingham and I only supervised; it was Joey and the worms who got all that wood here in the night.”

“It wasn’t really a big deal,” Joey mumbled, digging at the eggs on his plate. “I had a lot of help…”

“Nonsense!” Uncle Barry slapped the table, which flipped over his plate and hurled eggs across the room. “What did I say about giving credit where it’s due? You mastered the worms, boy, and I won’t hear anyone say otherwise. You put in the work, and now you’ll take the credit!”

“Yes, Uncle Barry.” Joey looked cowed, but I could tell he was pleased. And why shouldn’t he be? I knew how hard he’d worked to master his craft—and I also knew how seldom Uncle Barry gave compliments.

“Nice work, Joey,” Buckingham croaked.

Together, we laughed, feasted, and relived the journey that had brought us all together. Once everyone was seated at the picnic tables, Constantine clinked a knife against his glass of orange juice. The rumble of voices fell to a hush as he stood.

“My esteemed friends, thank you all for waking up so early on a Saturday to be here,” he said. “This morning, we celebrate the end of a long road. Several months back, our friend Max took a chance on buying the Carnival of the Sun. It wasn’t so much of a chance, because he didn’t use his own money”—he paused for laughter—“but on the other hand it was, because he could’ve used that money for anything else, or even sold it for a handsome profit. When my daughter and I showed up to claim it, he could’ve told us to leave. There wouldn’t have been anything we could have done. But instead of throwing us out, Max made us his partners. He made all of us his partners, human and monster alike. At a time when people are more divided than ever, his actions can’t be understated. Max is a person who does the right thing. It’s not easy to act in good faith, because the rotten amongst us will always take advantage of kindness, but Max didn’t let that stop him. So I ask each of you to raise a glass of juice toward the tops of trees and join me in a toast. To Max!”

“To Max!” the crowd roared. Eleanor squeezed my hand beneath the table.

I thought I might die of happiness.

The assembly was about to go back to breakfast when I found myself standing. I’m not normally one for crowds, but this felt like a safe space. I was home, after all.

“If I may say something?” The words tumbled from my lips before I could stop them. Once again, the clearing fell silent. Every eye was upon me this time. Even the worms, who were churning up the ground near the sauna, stopped writhing and gave me their attention. “Ah,” I said awkwardly. I cleared my throat. “Um. Yes. Hi.”

“You got this,” Eleanor whispered from beside me, and her voice gave me strength. I looked down at her and she winked at me. My heart fluttered.

“This day has been many months in the making,” I said. “I may have started the journey by myself, but it wouldn’t be a stretch to say that each of you has been instrumental in helping complete it. Each of you would exist without the Midnight Carnival, yet the Midnight Carnival wouldn’t exist without each of you.”

I paused to let that sink in. “Nobody has an easy life. That’s a difficult thing to remember when you feel like you’re the only one experiencing hardship. You look around and it feels like everyone else is at a carnival, having a great time, while you’re stuck outside the gates in the rain. When you’re going through a rough patch, it feels like you’re the only one, and yet at the end of the day, it’s one of the few things that’s truly universal.

“Building the Midnight Carnival was an act of courage from all of you. You not only had to believe in me, but believe in each other. And most of all, you had to believe in yourselves—and I know from experience that’s not an easy thing. Any one of us here could’ve refused to work with the others or backed down from the challenge in a thousand other ways… and yet we didn’t. We came together and said, ‘Everyone deserves a place that feels like a warm hug.’ And we stayed true to that vision in spite of everything.

“I used to be that person standing outside a carnival while everyone else was having fun. But meeting all of you changed everything. The park brought us together, and I can only hope that it does the same for many generations after us. That’s why we did what we did: to show people they’re not alone. I don’t want to forget any of that when we throw open the gates and let in our first guests. But we also built this place for a simpler reason—and that’s to have some fun. Let’s not forget that, okay? When we get to the park today, let’s have some fun!”

The end of my speech was met by a noise that can only be understood if you’ve heard several gnolls roaring at the top of their lungs only a few feet from you. Glasses were raised, juice was downed, and I retook my seat. I was happy with what I’d said. And although my parents were gone, I knew they’d be happy for me, too.

I finished my breakfast with a smile. Then our whole group drove over to the Midnight Carnival. The Scourge of the Black Death took the lead, with me behind the wheel, Eleanor in the passenger seat, and Constantine, Stir Fry, Luminara, and the kittens in the backseat. Behind us, Joey rode a wave of worms and Uncle Barry was carried by birds, Buckingham sitting proudly atop his shoulder. Ned came with the dryads in a restored York, followed by Dormouse in her beat-up Recordo Royal, with Five Hands, Ra4elo, and the Disciples bringing up the rear.

We hit traffic when we were still a few minutes away. To my surprise, I saw a Delta Angel a few cars ahead. I looked at the clock on the dashboard, curious why I found myself stuck in a line of cars at such an early hour.

“This is weird,” I said. “I wonder where everyone’s going.”

Eleanor only smiled.

THE END


The Midnight Carnival



In the dead of the night, when the moon hangs high,
When stars alight in the cobalt sky,
When gnolls howl at the gathering dark,
We’ll make our way to the gates of the park.
Come one, come all, come short, come tall!
Come fanged, come clawed—and toothy jawed!
Come smooth, come furred, come worms and birds!
Come singles, couples, flocks and herds!
Come on legs or come by air!
Come with bristles, spurs, or hair!
Come quick, come slow, come thin or fat!
Come dryads, goblins, dogs, or cats!
Come from close or come from far!
Come by plane, or train, or car!
Come for laughter, come for cheer!
Come with worries, come with fear!
Come with dreams you’ve yet to chase!
Come with wounds time can’t erase!
Come with tales of distant lands!
Come with hope held in your hands!
Come with courage, come with doubt!
Come to whisper, laugh, or shout!
We’ll grab the gates and throw them wide,
All are welcome deep inside
A special place, terrific, true⁠—
The carnival was built for YOU!
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Woo! You’ve finished The Midnight Carnival. If you liked the book (or my poetry), please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads.

Now for one more story.

Before I started this book, I was experiencing an author’s worst nightmare: the dreaded writer’s block.

Oh, I could still write, but I wasn’t writing anything I felt excited about. Burnt out and frustrated, I found myself questioning whether I actually knew how to tell a story.

At the same time, I was feeling a bit of frustration about the state of the world. As a writer, I’m concurrently trying to maintain solitude while also engaging with everything around me. It’s an interesting dichotomy that isn’t easily reconciled—especially not when engaging with the world feels scary. Start down a social-media rabbit hole (which I don’t recommend) or turn on the news (see the previous parenthetical) and you’ll see a world filled with suffering, violence, and polarization.

Two things got me out of my funk. One day I was in my bathroom, brushing my teeth (which is usually when all my best ideas hit me), when I said to myself, “Writing isn’t hard! Pick a thing and tell a story about it. Something happens. And then something else happens. And then you’re off to the races.”

In my frustration, I decided to tell the story of the first thing I saw that day—no matter how trivial or mundane. And since I was in my bathroom, brushing my teeth, the thing I picked happened to be my bathtub.

“Well, what about the bathtub?” I asked myself. “What’s the most interesting thing that could happen with a bathtub?”

Someone could find a million dollars under it, I thought. Obviously.

The second thing that got me out of my funk was that I read Travis Baldree’s Legends and Lattes, about an orc who hangs up her sword to open a coffee shop. It was a clever take on a genre where the orcs are usually picking up swords to lop off the heads of heroes or get their own heads lopped off in turn.

Contrary to most fantasy I’d read, Legends and Lattes was filled laughter and joy. I described it to my wife as “a warm hug of a book.” And I realized that was what I wanted to create: a warm hug of a book. Something with less violence and more cheer. Something where the stakes were high, but not, “We-need-you-to-succeed-or-the-world-dies” high. Something where you knew from the jump that the good guys were going to come out on top.

My research into this softer side of the genre led me to TJ Klune’s The House in the Cerulean Sea, T. Kingfisher’s A Wizard’s Guide to Defensive Baking, Brandon Sanderson’s Tress of the Emerald Sea, Becky Chambers’ A Psalm for the Wild Built, John Wiswell’s Someone You Can Build a Nest In, and John Scalzi’s Starter Villain. Each author of a cozy book wants to entertain, certainly, but we also want to make you smile. And right now, I can’t think of a higher calling.

So began my story about Max, a plucky and kind but down-on-his-luck everyman who finds a million dollars under the bathtub of his house.

I hope this story made you smile. If you’d like to follow my journey, you can join my author newsletter at kennygould.com, or follow me on Instagram or TikTok at @thekennygould. As always, feel free to write me at kenny@kennygould.com—hearing from readers is what makes my job worthwhile!

Before I leave you, I have one special shoutout to make. You’ll notice this book is dedicated to Ben Meiseles, one of my best friends and a teacher at an incredible school in California. Prior to the publication of The Midnight Carnival, the manuscript went through a three-month, structured beta read with several students at Ben’s school. They were some of the smartest, funniest students I’ve ever had the opportunity to work with, and I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention them here: Alice, Charlie, Chloe, Collette, David, Evelyn, Jasper, Kiana, Mai, Reeves, Sonia, and Yuito.

Without them, this would be a much worse book—and Stir Fry wouldn’t have had a kitten named Tofu.

Stay crispy,

Kenny Gould

cover.jpeg
*KENNY GOULD+





OEBPS/c0.xhtml




OEBPS/image_rsrc25B.jpg
Y] =2\
N TAX
NI
)y A N






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





