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      I think I’d know a mammoth if I saw one.

      After all, I’ve seen the bones and tusks in a museum, so if I met one with its skin on, alive, I’m pretty sure I’d recognize it.

      This was definitely not a mammoth, despite the excited blubberings of the kid at the convenience store, where I’d stopped to pick up lunch and gas. He told me all about the strange prehistoric creature that had been spotted near Lake Pleasant with the energy level only a true dinosaur geek could muster. I felt for the kid because I understood why he’d think having a real, live mammoth practically in his own backyard would be exciting. But, at the same time, when ancient monsters suddenly come back to life, I’m the sorry son of a bitch who has to go in and gank them.

      I’m Mark Wojcik, mechanic and monster hunter. I’m not in it for the thrills, and I’m sure as fuck not in it for the money. No one wants to become a monster hunter. They want to avenge someone they loved and lost, and if they survive their first encounter, they discover that they’re part of a small, mostly secret club of people who do the dirty work of cleaning up creatures and cryptids so that everyone else can sleep safe and sound at night. In my case, it was a deer hunt with my father, brother, uncle, and cousin that ended up with a wendigo hunting us. They died, I didn’t, and monster hunting is my penance and atonement.

      So I listened to the nice boy with the bad acne go on at length about the huge creature fishermen had glimpsed near the lake that must have started eating people, because why else had they disappeared? And, oh yeah, its hooves were on backward, wasn’t that cool?

      I sighed and counted down from ten for patience. Joey, the clerk, seemed so genuinely happy to have someone to talk to that I felt bad about encouraging him to get to the point.

      “Do you know when people saw the…mammoth?” I prompted.

      “Carson told me that his dad’s friend said it was right around dusk,” Joey supplied helpfully. “Are you going to go see for yourself?” He grabbed a piece of paper. “If you get a picture, can you text it to me? That would be awesome!”

      I accepted the number because he meant well, but I don’t generally do selfies—of me or the monsters. And in this case, I didn’t intend to give Joey any photos he could show around because I felt certain someone who did know what a mammoth was supposed to look like would figure out that the cryptid in the shot wasn’t a big hairy elephant with tusks.

      “Depends on the light,” I hedged. “It might be too dark to get a good shot.”

      Joey nodded. “Right. Like how those Loch Ness monster photos are always blurry?” He leaned across the counter. “My grandma gets Fate Magazine, you know, about all the weird stuff that happens? I’ve read all of them.”

      I managed to suppress a sigh. Fate Magazine is something of a legend in monster hunter circles because, while it sensationalizes the fuck out of stories to sell copies to mundanes and keep the authorities off our asses, it usually gets the details about the sightings right.

      He rang up my items, and I paid. “Thanks for the tip,” I said, glad to have found a local who would talk to me.

      “Just remember to send me that picture!” Joey added with a laugh. Maybe I could figure out how to send him something out of focus or with my thumb covering part of it so he’d have bragging rights without giving him evidence the Feds were going to want to rendition him over. I grunted something noncommittal and headed back to my truck, wishing that a wooly mammoth really was what I expected to see.

      Lake Pleasant is tucked off to one side in the woods between Erie and Waterford. It isn’t as big as Lake Erie, or as commercialized as Conneaut Lake, so most people overlook it, except for the local anglers and people with nearby summer cabins. If anyone outside the area has heard of it, that’s because a few years ago someone snagged an old skeleton and paleontologists practically peed themselves over finding mammoth bones. Those were the real deal, and I could see why locals thought this new sighting might be Manny from Ice Age come to life.

      I was pretty damn sure it wasn’t and that the real story was a lot scarier.

      Lake Pleasant was formed by the glaciers from the real Ice Age, and it’s a “kettle lake,” where bits of the ancient ice flow broke off in a trench and melted to form a permanent body of water. That means it’s really old, Pleistocene old, and no one actually knows what’s buried in the muck under forty feet of water. Or what was sleeping, until recently.

      Father Leo put me on to the job. He’s the parish priest of a church near me and a good poker buddy. More importantly, he’s the local point man for the Occulatum, a secret, monster-hunting branch of the Roman Catholic Church. So Father Leo is kind of the area dispatcher for cases, and I’m on his short list of who he’s gonna call when there’s something strange in the neighborhood.

      See, a real wooly mammoth wasn’t likely to eat people, even if it somehow had been kept in suspended animation at the bottom of a lake for a couple of million years. But there were other very nasty possibilities, none of which ought to be left to roam the countryside, munching on the neighbors. Which is why I was out here on a very nice Tuesday instead of fixing Mr. Zimmerman’s brakes at my garage out in Atlantic.

      I came prepared for a fight. I had a permit for the Glock in my glove compartment, and a shitload of other weapons that they don’t issue permits for in a hidden compartment. I suspected what the creature might be, and the gear bag on the floor held some specialized items I’d need if I was right. But I wouldn’t be sure until I saw the cryptid, and by then, there’d be no backing out.

      My plan was simple: wander up to the lake and present myself as a tasty monster snack, then turn the tables and kill the critter before it polished off any more locals. I’m not much for nuance. Monster hunting requires a lot of lore, a little luck, and plenty of brute force. I had a lot of high caliber “persuasion” with me, but if we were right about the creature, it would take as much trickery as firepower to stop the killings.

      I drove out to the lake and parked in an out of the way spot, in case I came back covered in blood—my own, or better yet, the monster’s. I loaded the gear bag with some of the less conventional weapons, including a sawed-off shotgun with rock salt rounds and a couple of clips of silver bullets for my Glock. I strapped a silver-edged Ka-Bar in a sheath on my hip, just in case. Then I texted Father Leo to let him know I was in position and headed off to meet the creature for dinner.

      Normally, a walk around a beautiful lake on a nice afternoon would be my idea of relaxation, but not today. I couldn’t afford to let the scenery distract me because whatever had killed four people was out here, somewhere, and it would kill again unless I put a stop to it. But Lake Pleasant didn’t look like Camp Crystal Lake, and no suitably ominous music warned of the creature’s approach. Some cryptids had the ability to lull their would-be victims into a trance, an extrasensory roofie that dulled their self-preservation instinct until it was too late. I was hoping that the blessed silver Saint George medal—patron saint of monster hunters—would give me some protection. It wouldn’t save my ass, but if it even bought me a few extra minutes of reaction time, that might be enough to save my life.

      The sun glinted off the still water. My approach spooked ducks near the water’s edge, and they took wing. I was intentionally not trying to be quiet, my way of ringing the dinner bell.

      And suddenly, there it was, a beautiful black horse with an elaborate bridle and saddle, standing at the marge of the lake. It looked at me with uncanny sentience, sizing me up as a threat. Those ancient eyes regarded me warily, taking my measure.

      I’d never seen a kelpie except in books. Even so, I couldn’t imagine how anyone would mistake something the size of a huge draft horse for a mammoth. The mane and tail were wet, resembling seaweed more than hair, and the hooves pointed backward. Even so, it was a breathtakingly gorgeous animal, and I felt its siren call to come closer.

      Although my silver medal and weapons did help me keep a clear mind, I allowed myself to move toward the creature, trying to act as if I were under its spell. I shrugged out of my gear bag. Now that I knew for certain what the monster was, I had everything I needed on me. The kelpie lifted its head, making eye contact, drawing me into those liquid brown eyes, promising me wonders. It snorted when I came within reach, sidestepping closer, offering me the ride of a lifetime. Or, more to the point, to my doom.

      I reached behind me and drew my Glock, intending to put a silver bullet right through the blaze between the kelpie’s eyes. Before I could aim, the kelpie swung its huge head, slamming into my hand, knocking the gun out of my grip. It flew through the air and landed several feet away, useless. But once your skin touches a kelpie, you can’t let go. It dragged me until I had no choice except to climb up into the saddle, and then the kelpie ran full speed into the lake, with me unable to jump clear.

      This wasn’t how I wanted to fight Freaky Flicka, but I was going to need Plan B. As usual, that meant winging it and hoping for the best. The kelpie never broke speed as the water deepened to its withers. The lake was cool, and down in its depths, where the kelpie made its lair, I knew it would be even colder. The kelpie wasn’t swimming; it walked out on the lake floor, and it would keep on walking as the water grew deeper and deeper until I drowned.

      I’m not a horseman. The extent of my riding experience ended on the pony track on my fifth birthday. Watching Westerns didn’t count. But the kelpie had me prisoner for the moment, so staying on wasn’t my top priority. If the lore was right, I could get loose by closing my hand around the piece of steel in my pocket. Getting off before I drowned and killing the monster—that was what I had top of mind.

      Later, if I survived, I could beat myself up for missing the shot. The nice, easy headshot. But the kelpie was running deeper, and the water was already covering my chest, so I had to get to work. I squeezed my knees into the kelpie’s sides so that if he decided to try to buck me off, I could finish the job. Then I pulled my Ka-Bar and leaned forward, grabbing the reins and starting to saw through the bridle.

      That was how you’re supposed to kill a kelpie if you don’t shoot the damn thing. But the bridle wasn’t easy to cut, so the kelpie continued to gallop into the lake, backward hooves sinking into the deep muck. We were in the water up to my shoulders, and I was sawing away for all I was worth. The kelpie snorted and chuffed, not quite trying to buck me off, but giving me a rough ride to distract me long enough for him to drown me. I wondered whether kelpies rolled you in the deep water like alligators, and decided that I really didn’t want to find out.

      My silver-edged knife had a wicked sharp blade, but the bridle was enchanted, giving the kelpie some of his power. The lore hadn’t said anything about magical saddles, and if I didn’t drown sawing through the bridle, I’d worry about it later. The kelpie pranced and bucked like a show horse, which was funny considering he was the one who’d trapped me on his back.

      That’s one of the things that pissed me off with monsters. It’s all fun and games when they’re trying to kill you. But turn the tables and try to kill them back, and they get bitchy about it.

      A regular knife wouldn’t have made a dent on the bridle, but the silver edge sank into the hard leather, making slow progress. The deep saw teeth of the Ka-Bar ripped into the bridle, and for the first time, the kelpie seemed to realize its danger. It plunged farther into the lake, up past my chin, and when I ducked down to reach the bridle, I had to hold my breath.

      I wondered why the kelpie didn’t just release its hold on me. But maybe it couldn’t. Perhaps it didn’t fully control the magic, and that meant we were locked together, ‘til death did us part. I also didn’t know what cutting the bridle would do to the kelpie. Reports varied, and the lore is, by its nature, vague. Some said it would kill the kelpie; others said it would merely free me. But from the way the kelpie began to buck and sidestep, tossing its seaweed mane and frothing at the mouth, I figured it had started to see me as a threat more than a meal.

      I broke the surface, got a deep breath, and then ducked under again, sawing as hard as I could. Each time I went up for air, it was harder to reach because the kelpie continued its trek back to the depths. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to get a new lungful of air, and if I hadn’t cut my way clear by then, Father Leo was going to need a new hunter.

      The kelpie’s next steps sank a couple of inches into the primordial ooze at the bottom of the lake, and we went under. I felt the bridle begin to give as I put my weight into the blade, ripping at the straps as my lungs burned and my vision began to darken. The kelpie lurched, and that was exactly what I needed, his weight and bulk pushing against the frayed leather. The bridle snapped, and I ripped it free.

      When it came loose, the kelpie lost its hold on me. But I couldn’t let the monster return to the depths and continue its killing spree. I tangled a hand in its mane and held on, kicking with my feet as I darted forward and sank my silver blade deep into the kelpie’s neck.

      Those huge eyes fixed on me, sparkling with flecks of red. Or maybe that was me, succumbing to oxygen deprivation. Silvery tendrils of fairy blood rose in the dark water of Lake Pleasant as I drove the blade in deeper. The kelpie tried to turn and snap at me. Regular horse teeth are terrifying, capable of biting off fingers. The kelpie’s jagged, razor-sharp teeth looked more alligator than Appaloosa, and I figured it could bite through my arm if it caught me.

      We were locked in a death dance, the kelpie and me. I sawed at the creature’s neck, raking that sharp, serrated blade against the spine. Few creatures except ghouls, zombies, and cockroaches do well without their heads. With one final stroke, I severed the backbone, and the fire went out of the kelpie’s eyes.

      I’d won, but my overtaxed lungs couldn’t hold out any longer. I let out the breath I’d been holding and fought the instinct to breathe in because I was below the surface. This was it. I couldn’t fight reflex, and the water flooded into my nose and mouth. The kelpie’s corpse dropped away below me, returning to the sludge. I stopped struggling, and as consciousness slipped away, realized I didn’t have enough time left to think about all my many regrets.

      On the rare occasions when I thought about the afterlife, I hadn’t imagined being smacked around. Then again, my life’s track record was spotty, to say the least, so maybe my eternal severance package came with extra pummeling.

      “Come on,” a voice muttered. “Breathe, dammit!” More smacking commenced, right between my shoulder blades, and the next thing I knew, I was horking up lake water and everything else in my stomach.

      “Wow! That worked!” Joey, the kid from the convenience store, sounded utterly amazed. “Thank you, YouTube!”

      I cleared my throat twice before I found my voice. “Joey?”

      “I saw you floating, and I swam out to get you,” he said, sounding proud and sheepish. “Then I dragged you back, but I failed my lifeguard exam, so I YouTube’d how to get you to breathe again. And it worked!”

      I patted his arm, with all my waning strength. “You did good, kid.” It took a few minutes for my brain to catch up. “How were you out here, anyhow?”

      Joey reddened like I’d caught him doing something he shouldn’t. “I followed you,” he admitted. “I wanted to see the dinosaur. But I missed it, didn’t I?”

      He sounded so sad and so terribly sincere. And since he’d saved my life, I felt guilty. “It wasn’t a real dinosaur,” I said. “I think it was some kind of mutant alligator, and I killed it, but it rolled me. Whatever it was, it’s down at the bottom of the lake now.” It was a lie, but I was letting him down easy and keeping him safe because, in my business, a little knowledge can get you into a whole lot of trouble.

      “Well, at least you’re okay,” Joey said, trying to find the bright spot.

      “And I owe you one,” I replied because the kid did save my life. “If I ever do see one of those alligators again, I’ll make sure to get a photo for you.” It was a hollow promise, but Joey looked so hopeful, I decided I had to find something, somewhere to send him that wouldn’t make problems for him.

      Joey headed back to town, and I walked back to my truck, dripping the whole way. That’s when I realized I still had something clutched in my left hand, and when I opened my fingers, I found a shard of something that wasn’t quite metal, not exactly ceramic, and definitely odd. The piece was a little smaller than the palm of my hand, just large enough for me to make out strange markings that I didn’t recognize, and I wondered when I had found it. I didn’t remember grabbing ahold of anything except the kelpie, but the moments after I killed the creature were a little hazy from lack of oxygen.

      I regarded the shard suspiciously and opened up a lead box I keep in the back of the truck for just such occasions and tossed the piece in. When I had time, I’d ask Father Leo to take a look. But before that, I needed to get out of my soaking wet clothes. I grabbed a towel and wrung out my shirt as best I could, threw the towel over the upholstery, and got in. I couldn’t leave Lake Pleasant in my rear-view mirror fast enough.
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      Who thought it was a good idea to build a sanitarium on the grounds of an old orphanage? Color me surprised when restless and vengeful ghosts decide to wander.

      Mercer Sanitarium, or more to the point, the Mercer Hospital for Nervous and Mental Disorders, did a booming business in the early half of the Twentieth Century. It had been built on the grounds of the Mercer Soldiers Orphans School, which took care of the children left behind by soldiers during the Civil War. Nothing remains of either building now, thanks to time and the purifying flames of arson, but the land on Sanitarium Drive remains abandoned, although the Sanitarium burned after it was closed down in the post-World War II era.

      Father Leo drove down to Mercer with me, since laying ghosts to rest is more his gig than mine. I’m more about shooting things or blowing them up, so I went along as back up.

      “Have you heard tell of ghost problems before now?” I asked as Father Leo came around the truck.

      He had his black shirt and clerical collar on, along with blue jeans and steel toe boots. The stole for Last Rites was a nice added touch. I had the weapons bag full of salt, iron filings, several iron knives, a heavy piece of rebar, and a Super Soaker filled with holy water, along with a few other helpful items. I was going to go along with the good cop/bad cop routine for starters, but if the ghosts got pissy, I intended to do whatever was necessary to keep the padre and me safe.

      “No, and that’s odd,” Father Leo replied. “It’s been almost seventy years since the sanitarium closed, and over a hundred since the orphanage shut down. I’m sure we would have heard if there’d been problems all these years.”

      “D’ya think something woke the ghosts up?” I asked as we walked along the road. Not too long ago, all of the natural gas drilling—fracking—had disturbed ghosts in an old mine and caused a lot of problems. I wasn’t looking forward to more of the same.

      “That’s the only reason I can come up with,” Father Leo replied. “But no one’s mining for gas around here, and I haven’t heard tell of any local necromancers.” Dabblers in the dark arts were a pain in the ass and often blundered their way into lethal consequences. “So something’s annoyed the ghosts, and now we’re the ones who have to set things right.”

      I looked across the large, empty field and tried to picture it as it had been. The Orphans School was a collection of tidy white clapboard buildings on a small farm designed to shelter and teach the children left dependent by the war. After it closed, the mental hospital reused some of the buildings and added others, expanding the farm for “therapeutic” reasons.

      The large, empty lawn should have felt peaceful, but a chill ran down my spine. Odd that while much of the land that once belonged to the sanitarium had been sold off and put to other uses, this central area—where the buildings once stood—remained vacant after all this time.

      “In its day, the sanitarium was considered cutting edge,” Father Leo mused as we looked out over the grounds. “They pioneered the ‘water cure,’ which was supposed to help everything from ‘nervous conditions’ to depression to psychosis. Sometimes that meant a warm bath to soothe the nerves. But in other cases, it was overdone, and it was much more like torture than therapy.” He sighed. “Great harm usually comes out of well-meaning efforts when the person on the receiving end has no say in their treatment.”

      I’d heard stories about patients who were wrapped up like mummies and doused with cold water, or restrained and then sprayed with fire hoses. How that was supposed to help someone whose nerves were already on edge was beyond me. No matter how noble the intentions of the treatment’s inventor, I wondered whether, in practice, the more “creative” approaches weren’t just the hospital staff taking out their frustration on unruly patients or providing a cautionary example to keep the hapless residents in line.

      “I asked around, talked to some of my relatives in the area,” I said as we ambled through the empty field. “No one remembers hearing about any scandals at either the school or the hospital.”

      Father Leo shrugged. “It was easier to hush things up back then,” he replied. “And it’s a small town. People could have had all kinds of reasons not to tell things they saw.”

      A small red car pulled up behind my truck, and Dixie James got out. Danielle—Dixie—James was a short, plump woman in her middle years with chin-length graying brown hair and bright blue eyes. For some reason, she just didn’t fit my mental image of a ghost whisperer, but she was a damn fine medium, and we’d benefitted from her assistance on a number of prior cases.

      “Hello, boys,” she called out in greeting, and I couldn’t help but grin, wondering how often Father Leo hears that kind of salutation. Then again, I get the feeling he appreciates the few people who treat him like a real person instead of an unapproachable cleric.

      “Hey, Dixie,” he replied. “You feeling ghosty today?”

      Dixie is the most powerful medium I’d ever had the pleasure of working with, and I wouldn’t want her gift for all the money in the world. I’ve met ghosts that deserved my sympathy, because of the circumstances that led to their deaths, but in general, if I get involved, it’s because the spirits pose a threat to the living. I can’t kill a ghost, because they’re already dead, but I can dispel them with extreme prejudice, and Father Leo can force them to move on to the afterlife, or set their soul to rest.

      “I’ve done my meditation and called down plenty of white light to ground myself,” Dixie replied. “And I’ve got my silver and onyx charms. So nobody’s going to outstay their welcome.”

      Sometimes, Dixie talks to ghosts or at least listens to them. But other times, she allows the ghost to possess her and speak through her body—the classic medium-at-a-séance scenario everyone’s seen on TV and in the movies. That freaks me the fuck out because I don’t let anyone else drive my truck, let alone hijack my body. But Dixie’s been doing this all her life, and that means she’s one of the bravest people I know.

      “Are you picking up anything yet?” I asked. Even though I get creeped out watching Dixie work, I’m also intrigued, and I had a feeling there was more to the wandering ghosts of the orphanage/asylum than we’d been told. I also suspected that whatever secrets we ultimately uncovered wouldn’t be pleasant.

      Dixie got a far-off look in her eyes. “There’s definitely energy here,” she replied. She started walking, and Father Leo and I fell into step behind her, letting her lead the way but staying close in case of trouble. Dixie walked the perimeter of the field in silence. I wondered what she saw with her extra perception, but so far, nothing seemed to spook her.

      Along the far end of the grounds, Dixie came to an abrupt halt. “I see four children,” she said, looking toward a patch of lawn in front of her that, to my eyes, was entirely empty. “I’m guessing ages three to about ten. They won’t answer me, but they’re standing in a row.” Dixie frowned. “Wait. There are more now. All lined up like they’re mustered out for inspection, standing at attention, very straight posture, arms down at their sides.”

      She paused, and I couldn’t tell whether she was listening or just sensing the emotional feedback from the ghosts. “They’re sad. And some of them don’t look well. I get the feeling they’ve been sick.” Her frown deepened. “A few of them have bruises. I think they’ve been hurt.”

      I felt my gut twist. Nothing pisses me off more than bastards that hurt kids, and it’s even worse when it’s children who don’t have parents to look out of them. “Do you think they were abused?” I asked, and saw the concern in Father Leo’s eyes.

      “Some of them, but not all, I don’t think,” Dixie replied, and her voice took on a sing-song quality that told me she was in a trance, relaying her impressions from the spirit world. “Not abuse, but maybe not good care.”

      “Did they have to line up for inspection?” I couldn’t figure why they were all in a row, and in my mind’s eye, I pictured them lined up like little soldiers, some sick fuck’s idea of “discipline.”

      “No,” Dixie said thoughtfully, and looked earnest as if she were straining to hear a distant voice. “Not…standing.” She paled. “Not standing at all. Lying down.” She turned to look at Father Leo and me. “In their coffins. This was a cemetery.”

      I looked around the land where we stood. Nothing indicated a graveyard had ever been here. No broken stones, no periwinkle, no strange mounds or depressions. “Unmarked graves?” I asked.

      Father Leo shrugged. “That wasn’t uncommon back then, especially at public institutions. Without a family to mourn or care, sometimes there was just a common, pauper’s grave.”

      These kids got the shitty end of the stick at every turn. It wouldn’t have been unusual for them to have lost a mother in childbirth, and then they lost a father to war. Relatives didn’t want them, or couldn’t afford to take them in. Maybe the orphanage put a roof over their head and some food in their bellies, but it didn’t look like anyone was looking out for them. Or maybe the place was overfilled and understaffed, and they fell between the cracks.

      “Can you find out why they woke up?” I asked.

      Dixie concentrated, staring intently at what appeared to be thin air. Finally, she shook her head. “They’re old ghosts, and their energy is very faded. They wouldn’t have been able to manifest on their own. I don’t think these are the spirits causing problems. They’re barely able to make themselves seen to me, so they’re not wreaking havoc. I think these kids were collateral damage.”

      And wasn’t that just their lot in life, I thought bitterly. Even after death, their final rest got disturbed—not because anyone was paying attention to them, but because they were in the way.

      “Can you help them?” Father Leo asked. “They deserve better.”

      Dixie nodded. “Yes. Between you and me, we’ll make sure they pass over. But we need to find the source, or they’ll just get drawn back.” She turned her attention back to where the ghosts stood beyond our mortal vision, and I assumed she was making a promise to the spirits that we would return to help them.

      Finally, she looked up. “All right. They understand as well as they can. I don’t think they have the energy to get involved, but I’ve asked them to wait here, and we’ll take care of them. Let’s go find the troublemakers.”

      Father Leo was contacted because of reports of glowing orbs and strange green lights in the empty field. If that were all, we probably wouldn’t have gotten involved. But there had been several car accidents due to drivers being surprised by the orbs, and while no one was killed or even seriously injured, we didn’t want it to get to that point. Some other odd happenings, originally chalked up to coincidence, now looked in hindsight to be malicious ghostly pranks. Tree limbs had fallen across the road without a windstorm. Power lines stopped working when diagnostics showed no problem. A nearby factory reported strange noises, odd lights, and disruptions to their electrical system.

      The restless ghosts were getting stronger and testing their limits. We needed to shut them down before this got worse.

      Dixie started walking again. Father Leo and I fell in behind her, giving a wide berth to where the children’s ghosts had been. I tried to picture the grounds as I’d seen in old photographs, getting my bearings from where the building used to be and wondering what other secrets lay below the lawns or farm fields.

      We made a circle of the perimeter, then began walking concentric rounds. As we headed down the back side of the property, the air grew cold, and I felt a breeze stir when the day had been mostly still. It didn’t escape me that we were fairly close to the road, where most of the incidents had occurred.

      I noticed that the road looked as if there’d been recent construction on the berm, either widening the street or doing some utility work along the side. I wondered if that had churned something up that had been long buried, and decided to take a closer look before we were through.

      Suddenly, Dixie stumbled backward as if she had been pushed. Father Leo and I rushed forward, but she waved us off. She shifted her course a bit, but when she started forward again, the force lifted her off her feet and tossed her through the air. She landed hard on the ground.

      “I’m fine,” Dixie yelled, looking surprised but unhurt.

      Father Leo and I rushed toward the spot where the energy had manifested. I had the rebar in hand, and I swung it through empty air, knowing how much ghosts hate iron. The iron bar met no resistance, but I heard a muted shriek and felt a change in pressure that made my ears pop.

      Father Leo pulled out a fistful of salt from his jacket pocket, threw it down in a rough circle and stepped onto the protected area, then began to chant.

      The wind picked up, although the sun shone bright and no clouds were in sight. I made sure I was between Dixie and where the energy had manifested, rebar still gripped in both hands. “Get between us,” I said to Dixie, nodding to indicate a spot for her to my right and Father Leo’s left. I shrugged out of my pack, grabbed a big salt container, and made a rough circle to protect her, and one for myself as well. Ghosts couldn’t cross the salt line, but we could step over it if needed, or retreat to safety.

      The wind howled around us. I put the salt back in my bag within the circle and grabbed the Super Soaker, so I had the rebar in one hand and the huge holy water rifle in the other. I recognized Father Leo’s chant as one of protection, not yet banishment or exorcism. We just needed the ghosts to calm the fuck down so we could figure out what the hell was going on.

      Dead people are so impatient.

      “So many,” Dixie murmured, scanning the empty field for the people only she could see.

      “More kids?” I asked, hoping not.

      Dixie shook her head. “No. Adults. Men, women, all ages. Pretty sure these are from the sanitarium.”

      It didn’t take much, back in the day, to get committed to a mental institution. Being quirky, or odd, or defying gender norms could get you a one-way ticket, as could being an inconvenient spouse or parent if someone wanted to move on without you. And of course, the disenfranchised were most at risk: women, people of color, poor people, LGBTQA folks. Rich white men could be wildly “eccentric,” but people with power rarely got involuntarily committed to a public institution unless it was a family coup.

      Since I have more than my share of PTSD and depression, I felt a kinship of sorts with the long-ago dead of the Mercer Sanitarium. If my ex-wife Lara had her say, I’m sure she’d have shipped me off to the looney bin for not grieving fast enough after I’d lost nearly everyone I’d loved to that wendigo. My sister-in-law, Amy, hasn’t forgiven me for surviving the hunt that killed her husband—my brother—and would have been first in line to suit me up in a straightjacket.

      And yet, here I am, muddling through with a combination of good friends, a little therapy, some alcohol on the rough nights, and a purpose in life—if you count fixing cars and killing monsters to be of benefit to humanity. So it made me wonder how many of the poor souls who died here were sent away because they embarrassed their families, didn’t fit in, or were just more trouble than anyone wanted to handle. I couldn’t really blame them for being angry, but as they say, you don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here. Dixie’s job was to make last call, and Father Leo and I were the spiritual bouncers.

      “Why are they angry? And why now?” I asked as Dixie lifted her face to the cold wind. The supernatural storm’s vortex churned over the place we stood, and as the fog rose and the wind howled, I swore I could make out faces in the mist, even though I’m not psychically sensitive at all. That meant the ghosts were expending an awful lot of mojo to vent their fury, and usually, ghosts put on a show to send a message.

      “They say that they were awakened, and ‘it’ won’t let them rest,” Dixie reported, in the dreamy voice that told me she was trancing. As if the ghosts were satisfied they were finally being heard, the wind quieted, and the fog rolled back, present but no longer swirling.

      “What’s ‘it’?” Father Leo asked.

      “They don’t know, only that it screams so loud they can’t sleep,” Dixie replied.

      Father Leo and I exchanged a glance. “Something at the factory?” he asked, looking toward the large manufacturing plant not far away.

      “No. Near the road,” she replied, frowning as she passed along the spectral insights. “They keep trying to make it stop.”

      That might explain all the incidents along the street, although the people getting hurt had nothing to do with the ghostly noise complaint.

      “How did they die?” Father Leo asked, watching the mist with concern.

      Dixie tilted her head, listening. I knew the ghosts were still nearby because the hair on my arms and the back of my neck was all standing up, and my gut was telling me to get the hell out of there.

      “Some of the doctors tried new therapies that didn’t go well,” she replied quietly. “Experimental treatments, surgeries, drugs. Drilling holes, electroshock, the water cure, sedation…it often went wrong.”

      I bet it did. My anger flared, and I knew I needed to tamp down on it because we didn’t want the ghosts getting riled up again. Even if the docs had the best of intentions, they’d caused harm, and that rankled. Like the orphans, these patients were the throwaways, with no one watching the watchmen, and it all got predictably fucked up.

      “Can you guide me to wherever ‘it’ is?” I asked, looking to Dixie but really speaking to the spirits. “And if we find ‘it’ and take ‘it’ away, will they go quietly and stop hurting people?”

      Again, Dixie conferred with her invisible crew, and after a moment of silent conversation, she looked to me with a nod. “They don’t want to be here,” Dixie said. “And they’re sorry anyone got hurt. They just want the screaming to stop.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m stepping out of the salt circle now. Don’t throw me around.” I took a chance that the ghosts could hear me, even if I couldn’t hear them.

      “They understand,” Dixie confirmed. I exchanged a glance with Father Leo, since I’m skeptical about ghosts telling the truth, and his shrug didn’t fill me with confidence. I knew what he meant: we were going to have to take our chances and see what happened.

      Easy for him to say since I was the guy stepping out of the salt circle.

      I laid the Super Soaker in easy reach of Father Leo, but kept the rebar with me, just in case. Then I took a deep breath and stepped carefully over the salt line, ready to bound backward if attacked. When nothing happened, I took a few hesitant steps toward the road. Even without Dixie’s directions, I had a feeling the construction area was where the ghosts wanted me to go.

      “You’re moving the right way,” she encouraged. I traveled a few more feet, not yet to the muddy area scraped clear by the big machines. The recent rains had probably chased the road crews away, although for PennDOT, anything seems like a good excuse to take a day off.

      “How about now?” I asked, betting on a hunch. I might not have real clairvoyance, or Dixie’s ability to summon spirits, but my gut instinct was right more often than not.

      “Keep going. A little to the right,” she urged. I adjusted my path and found myself glad I’d worn my hiking boots, since the soil beside the road was a wet mess, as were the mounded piles of dirt that had been scraped away.

      “Marco,” I called out, looking for guidance.

      “Polo,” Dixie responded, as I moved slowly forward. I really didn’t want to try to dig through all that mud to find whatever had started all this. As I passed my truck, I paused to get a shovel out of the back. I always carry one—helpful for digging up hidden relics and troublesome graves, and in a pinch, the solid iron blade makes a helluva weapon.

      “Marco,” I yelled again, moving forward, toward the part of the project that looked the newest. My hunch said that since the disturbance hadn’t been going on for as long as the road work, the problem occurred somewhere in the section dug up most recently.

      “Polo,” Dixie called back.

      “Can they describe what it looks like?” I asked. I didn’t know whether or not in her trance state Dixie could hear the “screaming,” but neither Father Leo nor I could. That made it tough if the ghosts thought I’d stumble over whatever-it-was because it got louder.

      “It isn’t supposed to be here,” Dixie answered. “It’s a long way from home, and it’s trying to find the way back.”

      “Animal, vegetable, or mineral?” I yelled. “Is it sentient?” I get the heebie-jeebies when inanimate objects start having thoughts and feelings. That’s always cause for trouble, whether there’s a haunting or a curse involved, or even just a human spirit that’s so bound to the item they can’t let go.

      “The ghosts can’t tell,” Dixie replied, and I wondered how much translating she was doing between what the ghosts said and what she told me. “The newest ghosts here are from the Forties, so I’ve got to work with the understanding they have.”

      Which meant it could be some new-fangled piece of electronics being added to the roadway that was setting off a dog-whistle squeal. Although why anyone would need a self-driving car or even a detailed GPS image on Sanitarium Road was beyond me. We were nowhere many people ever needed to be, and I couldn’t imagine a PennDOT project getting that fancy.

      I kept moving, calling out to Dixie as I went and adjusting my progress accordingly. I’d definitely reached the newest part of the project, where nothing had been done except to clear away topsoil about two feet down from the level of the field. With a sigh, I started to scrape away at the muck on the right side of the road, intending to do the same on the left, before slogging through the sludge in the piles along the berm.

      “You’re cold,” Dixie said, and I had to think for a moment because now that the wind and fog had died down, the temperature was kinda nice.

      “You mean, I’m not close to it?” I hadn’t played these kind of games since I was a kid, and even back then, they always annoyed the fuck out of me.

      “Yeah,” Dixie confirmed.

      I walked forward, still on the right side. “Am I getting warmer?” I asked, feeling like a dweeby kid at summer camp.

      “Not much.”

      I crossed to the other side.

      “Freezing.”

      Well, that was something. “Now?” I asked, back on the right and a few feet ahead of where I’d been. I was in the last twenty yards of where dirt had been cleared, which meant I’d pretty damn well better get “hot” soon.

      “You’re warmer,” Dixie replied. She looked puzzled, and I wondered if the ghosts were providing spectral charades to help us along. “Keep going.”

      I took a few steps, then a few more.

      “You’re burning up!”

      The temperature in this spot seemed to dip a little, for no good reason. Maybe the trigger item had its own malicious ghost haunting it, and we were caught in the middle of an otherworldly neighborhood dispute. I looked down at the mud beneath my boots, and then to the nearest pile of dirt heaped along the side. With a sigh, I started to scrape away the soft ground around my feet, but found nothing, even after displacing several inches of sludge.

      Reluctantly, I turned to the heaped dirt and started to dig. The mud flew with every shovelful, streaking my arms, spattering my chest, and soaking my shirt. I moved down the row, digging until I hit bottom and then starting on a new pile until my shovel clinked against something in the slurry.

      “Red hot!” Dixie shouted.

      I knelt in the mud—since it didn’t seem like I could get any dirtier—and carefully dug with my hands. An oddly shaped, hand-sized chunk emerged, dark brown and carved with weird markings. Even before I’d completely cleaned it off, I realized it looked a lot like the smaller piece I had found in my hand after the battle with the kelpie.

      “I’ve got it!” I yelled, and climbed to my feet, heading back to the truck. I unlocked the lead box and laid the fragment in beside the other piece, then closed the safe.

      Dixie let out a whoop of joy. “You did it! You made the screaming stop!”

      I couldn’t help grinning since I’d apparently done the ghosts a real solid just by digging in the mud. “Did it help?”

      Dixie’s wide smile gave me my answer. “They say they can rest now, although they’d appreciate it if we could raise a marker to them—and to the children—instead of just paving over where their bones lie.”

      Father Leo stepped out of his salt circle and nodded. “Show us where the graves are, and we’ll work with the county—or the church—to take care of it.”

      Dixie led us to a long rectangle toward the back of the land where the sanitarium had buried their dead. Father Leo gave them Last Rites, and Dixie told them it was all right to move on, whether or not they were Catholic. Then she led us back to where the orphans waited and had them show us exactly where their bodies lay. Once again, the combination of Last Rites and Dixie’s farewell helped the unquiet spirits find their way.

      “Think we can get the land reclassified, maybe made into a park?” I asked as we walked back to the truck.

      “I’m pretty sure I know some people who can make that happen,” Father Leo replied, and I knew he meant the Occulatum.

      “I’m just glad they’re at peace,” Dixie said as we reached the truck. “What did you find, anyway?”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied, and it was the truth. “An old relic with strange marks. I need to figure out what it is, in case we ever come across something like that again.”

      “Well, nice working with both of you,” Dixie said as if what we’d just done was the most normal thing in the world, and maybe for her, it was. “Call me the next time you need some ghosts whispered at!” With that, she got in her car and drove off.

      I tossed my keys to Father Leo and went to get a tarp out of the back, then proceeded to wrap myself up like a burrito before I hitched up into the passenger seat. “You get to drive, Padre,” I told him.

      “You’re letting me drive your truck?” he asked, with a look as if he wondered if maybe I’d gotten possessed when he wasn’t looking.

      “Christo,” I said, just in case he decided to go full holy water on me. “Yeah, you can drive. This one time. Because I just cleaned the upholstery, and I want to wait at least a week before I have to do it again.”
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      What smells like wet dog, sprays the tires on your truck, and humps your leg?

      A drunk werewolf.

      No, it’s not a joke. Donny the defective werewolf was sitting on my front steps, shifted back to his human form but somehow still smelling like wet dog. I had a shotgun across my knees, just in case he got any ideas about my leg.

      “One time, Mark.” He sniffled. “I took your car through the wash, and I apologized about the leg thing.”

      “Good boundaries make good friendships, Donny,” I told him, although to be honest, I’d always considered Donny more of a rescue pet than a human friend.

      Donny had shaggy black hair and mismatched eyes—one blue and one gold—and when he shifted, he looked like a big-ass malamute or a husky instead of a wolf. Blew coat like a husky, too, and the time I let him ride in the truck—with his head hanging out and tongue lolling—it took months to get all the fur out. He’s not exactly fearsome, and that’s the problem.

      He’s too wolf-y for the humans and too person-y for the werewolves.

      Father Leo got him a part-time job over at the slaughterhouse—decent pay and first pick of the trimmings and rejects—and Donny keeps an ear open for us about goings-on we might not otherwise know about.

      “What’s got your hackles up this time?” I sighed.

      Donny let out a despairing sigh. He’s a bit of a drama wolf, but then again, I know he’s got it rough. The pack hasn’t exactly thrown him out, but they don’t make him feel welcome, either. He’s conflicted about the whole wolf/human thing, so he isn’t in a hurry to find a mate and have a litter of little shifter-pups if he can’t feel comfortable in his own skin. Dating a human isn’t really an option, no matter what you read in those sappy romance novels.

      I could overlook the shedding and the peeing on my truck and the leg humping thing because who among us hasn’t done some things we’d rather forget when we were drunk? And I liked Donny, in the same way I liked Mrs. Carmody’s rescued Labrador Retriever. It’s just that the guy really needed to find himself and get a girlfriend—preferably one who was just as much of a nerd-wolf as he was. Because coming home to find a drunk wolf puking on my back porch was getting old.

      “I thought you had a date?” I asked, bringing him a cup of black coffee. I’d already pushed him into the outside shower and hosed him off, then found him a pair of jeans and an old shirt since shifters never have clothing with them when they change back, like they do on TV.

      “Human…and she said she was allergic to dogs,” he snuffled.

      Ouch. “Have you tried a different shampoo?” I asked, at a loss for words. I care about my friends, and I’d do anything for them. And maybe Donny was more of a friend than I liked to let on. After all, I didn’t have that many. But I’m not real good with words, and I’ll never be Dr. Phil. So giving advice to a lovelorn werewolf was stretching my limited people skills.

      “It’s not the shampoo,” Donny said miserably. “It’s me. I don’t like to hunt. I hate raw meat. It’s not like I’m vegan or anything—I just think it tastes better cooked. With a baked potato and maybe sautéed mushrooms. Is that so unforgivable?”

      “I agree with you on the steaks,” I said. “But I’m the wrong person to ask for romantic advice.”

      “You’ve got a girlfriend,” Donny sulked.

      “After getting dumped by my ex-wife and a really long dry spell,” I said, amazed to be having a heart-to-heart with a shit-faced shifter on my back porch. “And I’m still a little surprised about it myself.”

      I met Sara when I was up in the Big Woods hunting a were-squonk. She owns a bed and breakfast up there, and she already knew about my kind of hunter. We hit it off, in the shy, awkward way two people who’ve been burned sidle around each other. But we’d been going out for about over six months now, and she hadn’t ditched me yet, so I felt like the luckiest guy in the world.

      “That’s all I want,” Donny moaned. “There’s got to be a shifter girl who likes video games and Marvel movies and books where the monster lives happily ever after.”

      Donny was the sensitive soul born into a werewolf culture of jock-strap assholes. And while I’d gotten along just fine with my pack—er, family—losing four of the people I loved the most to that wendigo made me the outsider. My mother was already gone, and the attack took my father, brother, uncle, and cousin. My sister-in-law blamed me for surviving, and my aunt’s family never wanted anything to do with me after that. And although I wasn’t dumb enough to try to tell the cops we’d been jumped by a monster, there were plenty of people around these parts that gave me the side-eye ever since. So, I could relate, at least a little, to Donny’s problems.

      He blinked and made a face, and I wondered if he was getting a hangover. Without thinking, I handed him what was left of my Jack and Coke. “Here. Good for what ails you. Hair of the dog that bit ya.”

      Donny glared at me. “Is that supposed to be funny?” Still, he downed it in one gulp and set the glass aside.

      “Is there a reason you picked my porch to sleep off a bender?” I asked. “Not that I mind, but you’re a long way from home.”

      There weren’t a lot of werewolves in these parts nowadays, not after some secret government agency came through in the 1890s and wiped out a whole pack of troublemakers. Those that survived either relocated or stayed real quiet, numbers dwindling almost to extinction. Father Leo and I almost never had to deal with a werewolf incident, and when we did, it was more to help cover up for some poor son of a bitch who accidentally shifted himself around witnesses.

      “I don’t like the new wolves,” Donny said, pulling his legs up and resting his head on his knees. I knew for sure he was twenty-three, but at the moment, he looked like a tipsy thirteen-year-old.

      “What new wolves?” I asked as I realized what he’d said.

      “There’s a half dozen new wolves that came in from Buffalo. They were supposed to be just visiting two of our guys. But then they decided they liked it here.”

      “And your Alpha is letting them stay?” This was news to me. Moe Carpelli was the local Alpha, and he was just as tough as his name and his tattoos suggested. I didn’t have a beef with him—he’d always played it straight with me and Father Leo, and the pack stayed out of trouble. As swaggering jock types went, Moe wasn’t too much of a dick, most of the time. But I couldn’t imagine that getting a bunch of out-of-town hotshot young wolves would make him happy.

      “Hell, no. But they’re staying anyhow. And that’s going to cause problems,” Donny said.

      “Which you aren’t supposed to be telling me, are you? Because, hello? I’m a hunter.”

      “Nope. But I’m scared,” Donny said. “I don’t want to see my pack get hurt, even if they think I’m a mongrel. And one of them, Taylor, is pretty full of himself. Like he might even try to challenge Moe.”

      “Moe can handle himself, and you’re not a mongrel,” I replied. “And pedigrees are overrated. You don’t want to get hip dysplasia, do you?”

      Donny’s expression was somewhere between mollified and offended, but he wasn’t sniffling, so I’d done something right. “I don’t think that the new wolves are going to go without a fight. Moe can’t let them defy his orders. And the others don’t want outsiders in our territory.”

      “Let me guess. Some of the women in the pack are interested in fresh meat.”

      Donny sighed. “Yeah. There’ve been some…incidents.”

      “What kind of incidents?” I asked because I had to know. It’s my job. If it was just inside the pack, that was up to Moe. But if it involved humans—mundanes—I had to get involved.

      “A couple of our guys and a couple of their guys got in a fight out at Woodcock Dam a few nights ago. Tore the place up pretty good. No one got killed, and no humans were around, but it left a mess,” Donny said. “From what I heard, it was a real rumble.”

      Great. All I needed was West Side Story with werewolves.

      “And it’s not just the strangers coming,” Donny continued. “Everyone’s been on edge lately. Snappish. Like it’s that time of the month, all the time.” I knew he meant the full moon, when shifters went a little wild, but I had to wince at his wording.

      “Why now?” I asked. “Things have been good between humans and the pack for over a hundred years. Your Alphas have kept everything locked down. Is Moe not up to the job?”

      Donny shook his head. “Moe’s a good guy. He’s tough but fair, and people respect him—not only because he can rip your ear off. I just don’t know what’s gotten into everyone lately.”

      “Including you?” I nudged, starting to see a connection.

      Donny gave a dramatic sigh. “They get feral; I get emo. Story of my life. They want to fight and tear up the town. I want to burrow under a blanket and eat ice cream and watch movies.”

      I’d had days like that myself, so I wasn’t going to judge. I swore off all the bullshit that went with toxic masculinity when I spent months healing up from the wendigo. Not that I’m good at touchy-feely stuff, but I quit trying to pretend to be the Terminator when I’m not—and I realized that neither is anyone else. Still, if I thought I had the weight of family expectations on my shoulders, I guess I could count myself lucky I hadn’t been a shifter. I would have found a whole new level of disappointing my relatives because I didn’t want to eat someone.

      “Okay, tell me about this feral shit,” I said, pouring myself another drink from the bottle I’d brought out onto the porch.

      Donny gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Just a lot more fights lately, over nothing. People seem more territorial, quicker to get pissed without a good reason. Like I said—edgy.”

      “Do you think Taylor or the new wolves might have done something to cause that—besides show up? You know, maybe magic of some kind?”

      He frowned, thinking. “You know that I suck at being a wolf. My hearing isn’t as good as the other wolves’, or even most people’s dogs. So I can’t confirm from my own experience, but I’ve heard people say that lately, there’s been this weird whistling sound that is driving them nuts. And I wonder if after a while, they just snap.”

      “Some kind of new security system gone wrong?” I speculated. “Is there new machinery at a plant somewhere?”

      “Not that I heard. It seems to be worse a little north of Meadville. That’s where the Buffalo wolves are holing up. But there’s something else I need to tell you, Mark,” Donny said. “There’s talk that the new wolves want to raid the fairgrounds when the county fair starts next week. I mean, most of us keep our distance, even with good control. All those cows and pigs and horses in one place…” He started to drool and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

      “Donny, we can’t let them turn the fair into an all-you-can-eat buffet,” I said. This was shaping up to be my kind of thing, dammit. “People will get hurt. Pictures will be taken. A mob will come after you with torches and pitchforks—and silver bullets—and there’ll be too many of them for Father Leo and me to stop.”

      “That’s why I’m telling you,” Donny repeated. “I just had to get drunk enough to get over being scared.”

      Shit. Donny had put himself in a bad position to do a good thing. Moe wouldn’t be happy with him talking about pack business with an outsider, even if Moe had a truce with me and Father Leo. Donny’s place in the pack was shaky at best, and so he couldn’t trade on good will. And these new Buffalo wolves sounded like real trouble, maybe more than Moe could handle.

      “Look, I’ve got an idea,” I said. “My friends Blair and Chiara have a job opening, out here in Conneaut Lake. It pays room and board, not much money. But you’d be safe, you could cool things off with the pack while I look into the problem, and maybe Blair and Chiara could give you some good advice on finding a nice girl.”

      Donny’s mismatched eyes widened with something like hero worship. “You’d do that?”

      “I can hardly let you sleep on the porch,” I replied. I knew I was going to regret my next words, but I said them anyhow. “Come around back. Get a real shower and sober up. I’ll call Blair and make arrangements. You need to look decent to meet them.”

      “Thanks, Mark. You won’t regret this. I’ll do a good job. I promise.” Poor guy would have been wagging his tail if he’d had one. Donny paused. “What about Demon?”

      I could hear my Doberman, Demon, whining behind the door. If he’d thought Donny was a real threat, he’d have been snarling and barking like the guard dog he was in his dreams. The truth was, Demon was a pushover who just looked like a hellhound, and I was pretty sure he smelled dog on Donny and wanted to come out to play.

      “He thinks you’re here to romp with him,” I said with a sigh. “Scratch him behind the ears, then duck into the bathroom, and I’ll corral him. Make sure you close the door, or he’ll be in the tub with you. He likes baths.”

      I got Donny settled in the bathroom and warned him to clean the fur out of the drain when he was finished. I made sure Demon was happily distracted with a cow bone in the kitchen. Then I called Blair. “Hey, are you still thinking about getting a guard dog for the hardware store?”

      “Why? Someone you know have puppies?” Blair asked. I could hear Chiara chuckle in the background. They make a ridiculously cute couple. Blair’s ex-military, and she inherited the family business, Hamilton Hardware, in downtown Conneaut Lake. Chiara’s her wife, and she runs the coffee shop/bookstore next door, plus doing some web design—and hunter research—on the side.

      “Better than that. Can I bring him over to meet you?”

      “You’re taking in strays, Mark?”

      Considering that she and Chiara had taken me in when I was in a bad place, who was I not to return the favor? “Something like that. He just got a bath, so he’ll be nice and fluffy,” I promised.

      “Ohh, Chiara loves puppies,” Blair teased. “She’ll want to let him sleep on the bed.”

      “Um, you might want to hold off on that until you meet him,” I said. “He’s kinda big.”

      Donny was quiet as he drove with me to Conneaut Lake in the morning. I filled him in a bit about Blair and Chiara, omitting things he didn’t need to know, like the secret back room at the hardware store that sells supplies for supernatural hunters, and the hacking help Chiara provides for the Occulatum. But there was plenty I could tell him, and I hoped they hit it off because I thought it would be good for both sides.

      “So they need a night watchman?” Donny asked. “I’m not the most fearsome guy, Mark.”

      “They need a security guard, not a bouncer,” I assured him. “Just being there will make it less likely anyone will break in. And if Chiara likes you, she’ll save you the day-olds from the bakery.”

      “Her family runs that big Italian restaurant and bakery, right?” Donny was already salivating. “Oh my god. I love that place.”

      “You’ve been there?” I asked.

      His cheeks colored. “I’ve raided their dumpster. It’s the best in the area.”

      And that was Donny in a nutshell. He didn’t want to go run down a deer in the forest with the pack and howl at the moon. He was happy with dumpster diving for primo manicotti and probably washed down his treasure with cheap red wine. Personally, I thought pasta sounded better than raw venison, but then again, I’m not supposed to be a fearsome werewolf.

      “Um, maybe don’t mention how you got the food when you meet Chiara,” I suggested. “But she and Blair are cool. You’ll like them. And the coffee shop and bookstore draw a pretty nice crowd.”

      “So why do they need extra security?” Donny asked. “Don’t they have an electronic system?”

      I sighed. “Yeah, but they’ve had a few problems lately. Blair and Chiara are together. As in, married. Now, most folks in town don’t give a damn about them because they’ve grown up in Conneaut Lake and everyone knows the family. So even if they aren’t open-minded about strangers, they make an exception.” People are weird. They believe things unless they don’t want to, and then they twist themselves into knots pretending to be logical.

      “But someone does mind,” Donny supplied, with a sadness in his tone that told me he had experience being bullied himself.

      “Yeah. There’ve been hang-up calls, some vandalism, and other shit,” I said, and just thinking about someone picking on my friends made me hot under the collar. “Cops haven’t caught anyone—and they actually are trying.” I knew this because I grew up with half of the force and had a few buddies who kept me informed behind the scenes. “But Blair and Chiara are taking it seriously, hence the extra security.”

      “Wouldn’t they do better with some big bruiser who looks intimidating?” Donny asked.

      I cleared my throat. “Um…they want a guard dog.”

      Donny stared at me. “They want a dog?”

      “Room and board, Donny, plus pay. You can stay in town. It’s a manly job, so Moe will stay off your back. And I am positive Blair and Chiara can help with your other…problem.”

      Donny sighed. “All right. Geez, this is embarrassing. But beggars can’t be choosers.” This from the wolf who puked on my porch last night.

      We parked near the hardware store, and Donny followed me inside. Blair was finishing up with a customer and grinned when she saw me. “Mark! Great to see you! Who’s your friend?” Her eyes went big. “Oh, is he the guy with the puppy?” She looked behind us as if expecting to see a doggo on a leash.

      “Um, it’s complicated,” I said quietly. “Do you think you could get someone to cover the register for a while, and have Chiara meet us in the bookstore back room?”

      Blair gave me a look but nodded. She went to call someone up front, and I motioned for Donny to follow me through the doorway in the wall that led to the bookstore. Crystal Dreams had quickly become a local social hub, and between the excellent coffee, eclectic selection of books, and welcoming vibe, business was booming.

      I led Donny to the back room, where all kinds of groups held meetings. The Tuesday night Bunko club was actually a local coven, and the Cards Against Humanities Friday and Saturday night gathering was open to all teens but drew a lot of LGBTQA kids, as well as anyone else who didn’t fit the football-and-flannel mainstream.

      We waited a few minutes in silence, and then Blair entered, followed by Chiara. Blair is tall and athletic. Chiara is pretty and petite, but don’t let that fool you—she’s a spitfire, and while Blair has military training, Chiara’s family is mobbed up, and her grandma has the evil eye. They’re a force to be reckoned with, and two of my very best friends.

      “I don’t get it. Where’s the dog?” Chiara asked, looking like a disappointed little girl.

      I cleared my throat. “About that. I brought you a twofer.” Donny squirmed, and the two women looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “What if you could have a guard dog that could also work the security system and if necessary, call the authorities? Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

      “I’m a shifter,” Donny blurted. “And I need a job.”

      Blair and Chiara exchanged a look. I could see they weren’t quite sold yet. “Donny—how about showing them your other half?” I suggested. Donny blushed, but he got up and walked behind the screen that hides the little kitchenette. I heard a few grunts, and then a large sled dog trotted out, looking shy and adorable.

      I knew the moment I saw Chiara’s face this was a done deal. “Oh my god, you are so sweet!” she crooned, dropping to her knees and scratching Donny behind the ears. “Can he bark and scare off intruders?”

      Donny howled, and then demonstrated a remarkably fearsome bark. He sat down, and I swear he smiled.

      “Room and board, plus an hourly wage,” I negotiated. “He just needs a nice dog bed. Donny works several days a week over at the slaughterhouse, but he can be here every night, and you just leave him a burger and a bowl of water.”

      Chiara turned her own version of puppy dog eyes on Blair, who looked skyward. “Yes, you can keep him.” She glared at me. “We don’t have to get him neutered, do we?”

      Donny yelped and backed away. “Um, that’s not part of the deal,” I said quickly. “In fact, I was hoping you might be able to help in the romance department.”

      Chiara stood up as Donny headed back to change. “You mean, ‘Queer Eye for the Shifter Guy’?”

      “Something like that,” I said. “He’s kinda non-traditional, and he needs someone who isn’t all Team Jacob.”

      Blair and Chiara exchanged a look as Donny rejoined us, changed back to human form. “Oh yeah, I think we can help,” Chiara said. “I’ve got just the girl in mind. Comes over from Linesville, so she’s not part of the local pack. Can’t stand all the posturing and peeing on trees. Drives in for the card game nights.” She looked Donny over from head to toe, taking in his uninspired wardrobe. “Um, yeah. First, we go shopping.” She sniffed. “And change your shampoo. You smell like you came from the groomer.”
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        * * *

      

      Now that I’d taken care of Donny’s pack problems and love life, and gotten Blair and Chiara’s security issue handled, I needed to deal with rogue werewolves. I called my friend Simon Kincaide, a mythology and lore guy, to get caught up on wolf-y stuff, and then made arrangements to meet Father Leo for lunch. It occurred to me that today was pretty typical of my social life, and while I’m sure there’s some kind of insight to take from that, I don’t know what it might be.

      I met the padre at the Original Best Lakeview Diner. It’s a locals’ place, with good food and decent prices as well as a view of the lake. Sandy, the owner’s wife, brought out coffee. She and I went to school together, so she knows where all the bodies are buried, metaphorically speaking.

      “Haven’t seen you two in here for a while,” Sandy said as she set down two steaming cups. “I hope you’re staying out of trouble?”

      “Always,” Father Leo said, with an innocent look that wasn’t fooling anyone.

      Sandy smirked. “Yeah, I’m sure. Just don’t get caught unless you’ve got enough donuts to pay off the cops,” she added with a laugh. Little did she know how many times we’d greased the wheels of justice with pastries from Chiara’s parents’ shop.

      She left, and Father Leo took a sip of his coffee before getting down to the issue at hand. “So…werewolves.”

      “Yep. We’ve got a problem we aren’t supposed to know about, a touchy pack Alpha who needs help and also has to save face, and a county fair that’s going to turn into wholesale slaughter if we don’t do something about it.” That summed it all up. We were fucked.

      Father Leo drummed his fingers on the table. “I think I know how to approach this.”

      My head came up. “You do?” We needed to have someone on our side because I didn’t like the odds of the two of us between two warring werewolf gangs.

      “Moe Carpelli’s grandmother, Isabella, goes to Mass at my church,” Father Leo said with a smile. “Isabella is a very pious woman, and she rules the family with an iron fist. Moe’s her favorite grandson. If she brings him to the table, he’ll stay, and he’ll listen.”

      “What are you going to propose? Moe can’t look like he called us in because he can’t handle the threat.”

      Father Leo shook his head. “I don’t think Moe wants a war. And his pack has been in the area for a long time. They have a lot to lose if things go wrong at the fair. So, I’m going to suggest that he put his resources on security detail at the fairgrounds and let us take out the trash.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I can go for that. And Mama Isabella will like that it keeps Moe out of the fight while letting him save face.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Can we handle six rowdy weres? After all, we’re coming between them and the feast of the century.”

      “We can if we cheat,” Father Leo replied with a gleam in his eye. “And that’s exactly what we’re gonna do.”
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        * * *

      

      The Crawford County fairgrounds take up a large corner of a rural crossroads. It’s a pretty big deal in these parts, with a midway, tractor pulls, drag races, a concert featuring famous country singers, the local beauty pageant, and plenty of displays, attractions, rides, 4-H exhibits and of course, blue-ribbon livestock. Just going to the fair makes me nostalgic for the grilled Italian sausage sandwiches, and the thirty-five flavors of homemade pies served up by the women’s auxiliary. Fair Week might sound hokey, but it’s much-anticipated in these parts, and I’ll admit that my inner ten-year-old is front and center when I enter the gates.

      Unfortunately, Father Leo and I weren’t heading into the fair. We were across the street at an abandoned orchard where Moe let on the troublemakers were holed up. The corner lot had a faded blue pole barn toward the front of the property and hundreds of long-neglected apple trees and a pond farther in. Behind that were acres of woods, plenty of room to hide and hunt despite houses and farms lining nearby roads. A well-behaved pack could run comfortably in that land for a long time if they were careful and didn’t overhunt the deer or bother the neighbors. Hell, with the deer overpopulation Pennsylvania has, they’d be doing a public service.

      Unfortunately, these wolves were assholes, and we needed to supply a little extreme dog training.

      Hunting weres isn’t like going after vengeful ghosts or other creatures. Werewolves are smart, and they had a real advantage, being able to change between their wolf and human forms. They also aren’t restricted to a particular time of day or tied to a location, like other cryptids and spirits. If you pass them on the street, you’d probably never figure them for what they are. That complicates things for monster hunters because unless we catch them mid-shift, it’s hard to prove we haven’t just whacked a human. Cops get testy about those kinds of things.

      Fortunately, I knew the property pretty well. I was friends with the owner’s kid growing up, and we’d had plenty of hot dog roasts and sneaked lots of six packs down the lane. Not much had changed, although everything looked a bit sadder and unloved. The grass and weeds grew knee-high, many of the trees were blighted, and the pond was choked with cattails. But the old deer hunting tree stand was still in place, a rickety sniper’s roost for Father Leo with a rifle full of tranquilizer darts. Just for good measure, I had a stun gun and a Glock full of silver bullets I hoped I didn’t need to use.

      As for the rest, I intended to improvise. We knew Taylor and the other Buffalo wolves were in the woods somewhere since the shabby squatters’ camp of tents and gear was currently deserted. And we had no idea whether or not they were watching. That limited the set-up we could do, although I had some tricks they weren’t going to be expecting.

      I casually walked a line just inside Father Leo’s range, dropping some homemade “surprise packages” into the tall grass as I went. When I finished, I turned toward the woods and decided it was time to play my role—bait.

      “We know you’re out there, Buffalo Wild Wolves,” I yelled to the tree line. “And we know all about the plan to go full carnivore on the fairgrounds. Give yourselves up now, and you’ll just be sent home with your tails between your legs. We don’t want to have to do this the hard way.”

      I was several feet closer to the trees than where I’d dropped my surprises in the grass. The distance was carefully calculated, or at least I hoped it was. I’m no Usain Bolt. But I can put on a burst of speed when I have to, and I was betting on being able to get behind my defenses before the wolves could close the distance from the trees.

      Then again, I’m terrible at betting, so I hoped I wasn’t going to get chomped in the ass.

      I looked back to the trees and saw six big biker-type guys all standing at the edge of the woods. “You’re trespassing,” I yelled at them. “The local pack disavows you. We’re Animal Control, and we’ve come to relocate you.”

      I fully intended to poke the bear, or in this case, the wolf. From what we’d gathered, both Moe and Donny saw these rogues as short-fused and full of themselves, so the idea that a human thought he was going to take them out single-handedly was guaranteed to set them off. And as they all started running for me, still in their two-legged form, I knew we’d figured right.

      Shit. I needed to run.

      I wanted to get them into Father Leo’s range, but not too far beyond my surprises. Since I needed to give them time to close the gap, I did my little end zone dance, shook my booty, and taunted them mercilessly.

      “Is that all you’ve got? You’re looking a bit mangy there,” I yelled. “Talk about a bunch of obedience school dropouts!”

      I backpedaled a bit more and made sure the remote control was in my pocket. Then I reached my left hand into the other pocket and gripped my stun gun, just in case.

      Six pissed-off werewolves crossed the finish line, and I pressed the button. My customized IEDs popped open and sent their payload flying, probe darts that hit their targets and sent jolts of electricity surging through the wolves. Taylor screamed in anger, but he went down on his knees, jerking and twitching, just like the others.

      I backed the hell up, out of range, and Father Leo took aim. Six shots, six tranq darts, and six wolves went nighty-night.

      Father Leo scrambled down from the tree, reloading. I pulled out my stun gun, made sure my Glock was secure in my waistband and went to the bag I’d stashed by the tree, where twelve sets of silver coated handcuffs were waiting.

      “Cover me,” I said, as I started down the row of sedated wolves. I’d been tranqed in my life, and I’d been Tasered, and neither was fun to wake up from. The sedative in the darts would keep a human out for hours, but weres have a faster metabolism, and I didn’t want anyone waking up while I was still in the process of restraining them.

      I moved quickly, with Father Leo keeping a clear line of sight, rifle pointed. As I went, I pulled out the stun darts, but I had my Taser in case any of the rogue wolves started to stir. When they were all cuffed, I pulled out six black hoods, and once the prisoners were all Gitmo’d, I left Father Leo on guard while I got the truck.

      “Shit, they’re heavy,” I muttered as we hefted the unconscious men into the bed of the truck. We laid them all in the back, closed the cover over them to keep the cops from getting nosy, and then drove off to the rendezvous point. That was going to get unpleasant very quickly in the sun, not only for warmth but because the stun guns had caused at least a couple of the men to piss themselves. From the smell of it, one of them lost his shit as well.

      “Think they’ll fall for it?” I asked as I drove.

      “I don’t get the feeling they’re deep thinkers,” Father Leo observed. “And maybe we’ll get some answers while we’re at it.”

      Father Leo had a key to an abandoned clapboard church out past Blooming Valley. His contact from the Occulatum was going to meet us there and take Taylor and his wolves up to Buffalo, but we wanted to make sure they didn’t come back, so the padre and I were going to put on a little performance, and possibly ferret out intel at the same time.

      By this time, it was dusk and the streets around the old church were empty. The light by the back door had burned out long ago, so we could get the tranqed men inside without having the local cops in the way. Father Leo supplied our costumes, simple black cassocks, and sashes with eye holes cut out that wrapped around our faces, just in case they managed to see us. We also had his rifle and my stun gun close at hand, although the silver cuffs weren’t going to let these puppies go anywhere.

      They woke up cursing and grunting, and their language grew worse when they realized they were bound and hooded. The warm, closed-up church quickly took on a sour, bathroom smell of sweat, piss, and shit.

      “You don’t belong here,” Father Leo said in a deep, authoritative tone invested with the full authority of the Holy Roman Catholic Church. “You came to this pack without permission and intended to cause panic. Your actions would have exposed the pack to humans and caused bodily harm to humans and shifters. You have already been judged and found guilty, and your punishment will be meted out.”

      I expected Taylor or the other wolves to lash out, throw a few “fuck yous” our way, or mouth off. Then I realized that two of the guys were shaking, one was outright sobbing, and Taylor, lead bad-ass, was sitting up on his knees rigidly, as if he expected us to cap him from behind.

      “Why did you come here?” I asked, making my voice grave and rough.

      They were silent at first, and then Taylor spoke up. “It’s my fault,” he said. “I ran into Moe at a pack conclave, and he was so full of himself, thought he was better than everyone. So we wanted to give him a bit of trouble, bring him down a few pegs. And when I found that thing, I thought we had the perfect way to do it.”

      Father Leo and I exchanged a glance. “Thing?” I asked.

      Taylor managed to convey annoyance even hooded. “I don’t know what it is. I found it in the woods. It looks like a broken piece off a thick old pot, and it’s got weird marks on it. I brought it home with me. My hearing’s for shit, so it didn’t bother me, but everyone else said it sounded like one of those dog whistles, but worse. Really pissed people off. So we got this idea that maybe we’d come down here and yank Moe’s chain, get his wolves riled up, make trouble and let it all get blamed on him, then bug out.”

      “Why didn’t the shard affect your wolves?” I asked.

      “We put wax in our ears, just like in that story they made us read in high school English class,” he replied, disdainful even in his circumstances.

      “Where is the shard now?” I hadn’t liked Taylor from Donny’s description, and now that the asshole had spilled his guts, I liked him even less.

      “Back in the camp,” Taylor replied. “Look, this was all my idea. I know I fucked up big-time. But don’t hurt them. I’m the one you want. I started this, and I had the hard-on about teaching Moe a lesson. Let them go, and you can take me wherever I have to go.”

      Taylor’s little speech surprised me. I had figured him for the type that would try to broker a deal for himself and fuck the others over. Maybe after our little rendition scare was over, he might straighten up and stay out of trouble, although I suspected that becoming a “respectable citizen” was asking a bit much.

      The door opened, and a man I didn’t know entered. I hoped he was Father Leo’s Occulatum contact because otherwise, he’d walked in on a scene out of a bad horror movie. It creeped me out that he didn’t seem fazed in the least.

      “Take them,” Father Leo said, with the weight of judge, jury, and executioner in his voice. “We’ve gotten all we can from them.”

      The cuffed wolves started to beg and plead, but we had what we needed. I figured that they’d never dare set foot in this area again. The Occulatum guy had a panel van waiting, and for a moment, I was afraid we really were turning Taylor and his screw-ups over to a black site.

      Father Leo caught my eye and shook his head, then grinned, his way of telling me that it was all still security theater. When the six sorry wolves had been loaded into the back and the door locked behind them, the driver came up to greet us. “Leo,” he said, shaking the priest’s hand. “And you must be Mark. I’ve heard stories.”

      I shook his hand, but groaned internally, wondering what tales had carried. “I’m sure they weren’t all true, regardless,” I replied. I also noticed the contact didn’t offer his name in return.

      “What’s the plan?” Leo asked, and I figured it was as much for my benefit as his since he tries to keep the Occulatum’s dealings with us transparent. No small effort given the Church’s vast experience with obfuscation.

      “I’ll drive them home the long way, let them sweat,” he said with a shrug. “We’ve contacted Taylor’s home Alpha, who is quite unhappy with their little road trip. They’ll be delivered directly to him and subject to whatever discipline he decides to mete out. I don’t think we’ll see them back here, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      We watched him drive away and took off our costumes. Other than a lingering potty odor, there was nothing in the old church to show we’d ever been there. I stared after the panel van, and my thoughts must have been clear in my expression because Father Leo laid a hand on my arm.

      “What happens now is pack business, out of our hands,” he reminded me. “It would have been far worse if they’d gone through with the plan at the fairgrounds. People would have died, the shifters would have been all over the news, and if you think the packs and the Church are tough, you really wouldn’t want the Feds involved.”

      I sighed, knowing he was right. “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “I want to go back to the pond and check out their camp. Moe’s group won’t get any peace until we find that shard and lock it up.”

      We drove back, with Father Leo looking out the window. “What do you think it is? The shard, I mean.”

      “Don’t know, but if it looks like the other two pieces I’ve turned up, whatever it is causes trouble.” I told him about the strange item from the kelpie attack and how it matched the relic I’d found near the sanitarium. “I can’t explain where they came from or what they do, but locking them up in lead seems to do the trick.”

      “Take pictures,” Father Leo instructed as we got back in the truck. “See if Simon or Chiara can make anything of those symbols. There’s got to be something behind this, and until we figure out who—or what—made those things, we’re bound to keep running into trouble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      I knew it was bad, DEFCON ONE bad, apocalypse, world-ending bad, for Amy to call me.

      Amy had been married to my brother, Sean. When Sean died in the wendigo attack, I wanted to die with him, but the Fate-bitch had other plans. Amy never forgave me for living when Sean died. She and I used to be close, but her affection turned to venom in her grief, and time had not blunted the intensity.

      Only one thing could make Amy call me. Something had happened to Nikki, my niece, something the regular police couldn’t handle. Shit.

      “Hi, Amy,” I greeted her, tensing for the claws to come out.

      “Mark. It’s Nikki. She’s disappeared, and I think it’s your kind of thing,” Amy said in a strangled voice.

      Considering Amy threw me out of Nikki’s wedding not long ago, I hadn’t expected to ever hear from her again, although Nikki never stopped loving her “Uncle Mark.” Nikki had me around her little finger from the time she was born, and she and I kept in touch even after what happened in the Big Woods.

      Amy not only didn’t forgive me for surviving; she made it very clear that monster hunting was “nonsense” and “insane.” So for her to swallow her pride and call me for help with a supernatural threat was huge, and only our shared love for Nikki could bridge that chasm.

      “Tell me,” I said, feeling my chest tighten at the thought of Nikki in harm’s way.

      “That’s just it,” Amy admitted. “I don’t know what happened. But she’s gone, and her friend says she vanished into thin air.”

      She sounded like her legendary control was slipping. I knew how much she adored Sean, how gutted she was over his death, but she hadn’t shed a tear at the funeral even though I could see how grief tore her apart. Now, Amy’s roughened voice and stuffy nose told me she’d been sobbing, and that terrified me like nothing else could.

      “Where’s her husband?” Nikki had invited me to the wedding reception in defiance of her mother, and I’d met Trey. He seemed nice, if a bit gobsmacked. But when a wife went missing, the logical first step was to look askance at the husband.

      “His father’s in the hospital,” Amy said. “Trey went back to Albany to take care of his mom and sister and help out. Nikki had to work, but a friend up near Cambridge Springs invited her up for a girl’s night out sort of thing. Nikki was going to stay over and drive back in for work since she had the morning off. But she didn’t show up.”

      I don’t have kids of my own. Lara and I didn’t make it that far. I’m only thirty-six, and there’s still time, I guess, to become a father, but I don’t see it in the cards. So I take my duties as an uncle very seriously, and Nikki is very much my daughter-of-the-heart. Thinking about something happening to her simultaneously spiked my fury and froze my chest.

      “When you say she ‘disappeared,’ do you mean that someone—or something—took her?”

      Amy remained silent, and I figured she was biting her tongue. “Her friend Kerri said that Nikki walked into the Riverside Hotel and didn’t come out.”

      Now it was my turn to find the right words. “That’s not possible. The Riverside burned to the ground.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Amy’s voice grew shrill. She paused. “Sorry. Sorry. That’s why I called you. Because it doesn’t make any sense. I know the hotel is gone. But Kerri stuck to her story with the cops, with me, even with her friends. I thought maybe they had gotten drunk and done something stupid and she was afraid to tell anyone about it. But she insists she’s telling the truth.”

      I rubbed a hand over my eyes. “Okay. Where’s Kerri now?”

      Amy gave me Kerri’s phone number and street address. “Tell her I’m coming,” I said. “Ask her to meet me in the parking lot for the Riverside in an hour.” That would be enough time for me to get from my place up to Cambridge Springs and nose around a bit on my own.

      “I’m coming, too.”

      “I think it would be best if you didn’t,” I said as nicely as I could, but as glad as I was that Amy had called me, having her on site would be a big problem.

      “She’s my daughter,” Amy snapped.

      “And that’s why I need to give Kerri some distance so she can feel comfortable talking to me,” I replied in the voice I use to talk down vicious creatures. “She might not talk freely in front of you.”

      I heard Amy huff, and I knew she’d be red in the face by this point. To my surprise, after a moment of silence, she conceded. “All right. But I want a full report. You’re working for me.”

      “No, I’m working for Nikki,” I corrected. “And I’m not ‘working.’ I’m doing this because I love her. So we do this my way.” I couldn’t threaten not to do it at all if Amy wouldn’t back off, but I could vow to do it without her, and I would if Amy insisted on interfering.

      “I hate you,” Amy muttered. “But—I love Nikki. Get her back for me, Mark. Whatever it takes. You owe me.” Her voice had turned cold and bitter, and once again, I was tried and found guilty for living through something I never wanted to survive.

      I bit my tongue until I tasted blood, promising for Sean’s sake not to retaliate. “Gotta go,” I said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      The drive from Atlantic to Cambridge Springs seemed to take forever. I couldn’t help remembering a time when Sean and Amy and I were close, all the picnics and cookouts and holidays. Amy had been fun and lively, a dynamo for sure but not malicious. Sean’s eyes lit up every time he saw her. And when Nikki came along, everything seemed perfect. I adored her from the first time I saw her in the hospital nursery, and it was mutual. Sean’s death broke something in Amy that didn’t heal, but that was as much choice as chance, and up to Amy to deal with.

      Nikki was in trouble, and she’d be counting on me to come get her. I wasn’t going to let her down.
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        * * *

      

      Once upon a time, a hundred years or so ago, the Riverside Hotel was a big deal. The huge Victorian-era hotel was a favorite of the rich and famous from as far away as New York City, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia for its famed mineral springs baths and lush golf courses, as well as fine cuisine.

      Over the years, new resorts wooed away the glitterati, and the Riverside’s fortunes declined. The huge boardwalk that led from the main building to the bathhouse fell into disrepair. Locals remembered it slowly disintegrating until nothing remained except the stone supports. The hotel itself went on about its business, offering high tea and evening dinner theater and hosting weddings and events until, like many of the Gilded Age resorts, fire claimed it.

      The blaze had been all over local news. The huge old building had gone up like tinder and, when the smoke cleared, all that was left were the gardens—still remarkably untouched—and a blackened shell. Once the fire department and insurance investigators finished their work, the ruins were razed, leaving nothing but an empty lot and plenty of memories.

      I got to Cambridge Springs with time to spare, so I stopped in a local diner not far from the old hotel site. From the hometown feel of the place, I knew the coffee would be good and the pie awesome, but it really wasn’t about the food. When the server came back to refill my coffee, I saw my chance.

      “Such a shame about the Riverside, isn’t it?” I asked off-handedly.

      Darcey, the server, made a noncommittal sound. “Maybe.”

      I tried to look surprised. “Not a fan?”

      She shrugged and glanced over her shoulder. “It was haunted,” she whispered. “I worked there in high school. Creepy place when everyone goes home.”

      “Did anyone ever get hurt by the ghosts?”

      Darcey gave me a look like she wasn’t quite sure whether or not I was making fun of her, then the desire to gossip won out. “Sometimes. They didn’t want us to say anything because it would be bad for business. Overnight guests saw people who weren’t really there, dressed up in old-fashioned clothing. Sometimes, the ghosts scared guests off, or pushed people on the stairs, or spilled tea.”

      “So it was a good thing when the place burned down?”

      Darcey’s expression told me there was more to the story. “Ever since the Riverside burned, once they cleared it all away, there’ve been people who said they saw it, big as life, under the full moon at midnight. Then it goes away until the next moon.”

      A chill went down my spine. “Has anyone tried to go into the hotel, when it reappears?”

      “A few. But nobody came back out.”

      Shit.

      Darcey got called away, leaving me with my cold cup of coffee and a half-eaten piece of pie. I glanced at the time and realized I was due to meet Kerri. But if Darcey’s story was true, then I had a good idea of what happened to Nikki, but no plan—yet—for how to bring her back.

      I walked back to the parking lot in front of the lawn that used to be the Riverside Hotel. I knew people who had their prom or wedding reception at the old Victorian, and I remembered my mom and my aunts going to the dinner theater for a night out. I vaguely recalled seeing the remnants of the old boardwalk when I was a kid, but even then, it had been blocked off and unsafe. At the end of the pylons, the boarded-up bathhouse was the last remnant of the hotel’s former glory.

      “Are you Mark?”

      I turned and saw a woman I guessed to be Kerri. She had dark hair in a ponytail and a gymnast’s build. Without makeup, she looked younger than her mid-twenties, which I knew she had to be since she and Nikki were the same age.

      “Kerri?”

      She nodded and looked like she was going to tear up again. “I’m so, so sorry,” she said, lower lip quivering. “It was all supposed to be just a dumb prank.”

      “Tell me.” I wanted her to trust me, so I was trying not to look threatening. At the same time, that “dumb prank” put my niece in danger, so I struggled to keep my temper in check. I settled for a wide-legged stance with my hands in my pockets.

      Kerri sniffed back tears and squeezed her eyes shut. “So we were at my apartment, watching scary movies and drinking wine. Me and Nikki and Allison. The movies were kinda lame, so we started telling ghost stories, the kind you hear around a campfire.” She ran a hand over her mouth nervously.

      “You—or someone—told the story about the Riverside coming back, and it was a full moon,” I said, already knowing where this was going.

      Kerri nodded. “It was just a stupid story. But then Allison wanted to go and see if it was true. I live a couple of blocks away, so we walked over. And there it was.”

      Dammit, Nikki knew better. She didn’t know much about my sort-of-hidden life hunting monsters, but whether her mother believed in it or not, she knew the story about how a wendigo killed her dad, uncle, cousin, and grandpa. She knows Amy thinks I’m nuts for believing in monsters. So whatever she did, she should have known better.

      Famous last words.

      “Then what happened?”

      Kerri took a deep breath. “Allison wanted to go inside. She said she just wanted to grab something to bring out with her, a trophy, to prove it was real. Nikki told her not to. They argued. Allison went anyway.”

      “And Nikki went after her,” I said, seeing now how it all played out. Nikki didn’t go in because she didn’t take the risk seriously; she went because Allison didn’t. Nikki believed the threat was real. That sounded like my girl.

      “So what were you doing while all this was going on?” I couldn’t help asking.

      “I was afraid someone would call the cops on us,” Kerri admitted. “I was the lookout. I didn’t think Allison would do it. But then she did, and we waited half an hour, but she didn’t come out. She said she was just going inside the door to grab whatever was handy and come right back, but she didn’t. So Nikki made me swear to stay outside, no matter what happened, so that if she wasn’t back soon with Allison, someone would call you.”

      “Nikki wanted you to call me?”

      Kerri nodded. “Except she didn’t tell me your number, and so I called her mom. I didn’t realize—”

      “Yeah. I know.” Nikki picked a helluva time to follow in dear old Uncle Mark’s footsteps.

      “Can you find them? Can you bring them back?” Kerri looked like she was going to cry again.

      “Okay,” I said, making up my mind. “Tell me the rest of the story. How long does the hotel stay visible?”

      “It appears at midnight and vanishes by three in the morning,” Kerri said. “I’m not sure everyone can see it because wouldn’t there be reporters here if they could? And they say it only happens on the three nights of the full moon.”

      Fuck. Last night was the second night. I needed to get Nikki and her friend out tonight or wait a month for another chance.

      “So we’re going to come back here at midnight,” I said. “And I’m going to go get Nikki and Allison.” A thought occurred to me. “The Riverside didn’t burn down long ago. When did the ghost hotel start showing up? Right away? Or a bit later?”

      Kerri thought about it for a few moments. “Not right away, or at least, I didn’t hear about it until recently, maybe two or three months.”

      “What happened around here in those two or three months?” I asked, feeling the prickle of suspicion in the back of my mind.

      “Not much. Mostly, people fighting about what to do with the property,” Kerri said. “I hear arguments about it all the time. They want to build a new hotel, or apartments, or a park. It seems like it’s all anyone talks about.”

      “Has there been any construction on the grounds? Any roadwork? Hell, have they dug up the water main recently?”

      Kerri gave me a funny look. “Yeah. It’s summer. All that stuff goes on.”

      “Nearby? I mean, really close to where the hotel used to be?”

      “One of the old water pipes that used to go to the Riverside broke a few months ago and flooded the road. I heard the pipe was iron, and it just rusted through. Made a big mess. They had to close the road for a while and dig everything up.”

      Bingo. By this point, I was pretty sure that somewhere around that busted pipe I’d find a shard with strange markings, but I didn’t dare go looking until Nikki and Allison were safe. If I disturbed the shard, it might break the cycle, and then Nikki and Allison would be trapped. The hotel’s reappearance just after the excavation of the old water main was too much of a coincidence, and I felt certain that the repair work had unearthed another piece of whatever-it-was and activated its power. Once the girls were safe, I’d make sure the hotel never lured anyone else inside, but for now, I needed it right where it was, for just one more night.

      After securing Kerri’s promise to be ready for me to pick her up at her apartment at eleven, I started making plans. My gear bag was in the back of the truck, and the less conventional weapons were secured in a hidden compartment. I tallied up what else I’d need and headed for the store. On my way, I called Dixie and Father Leo and told them what we were up against. Both of them promised to meet me by eleven thirty in the old hotel parking lot.

      When the time came, I wondered whether Kerri would show, but she met me at the door, her mouth a grim, resolute line. She dressed all in black, a nice ninja touch, like a brunette Buffy. At the hotel parking lot, I turned off the headlights on my truck because we didn’t need to have the cops interrupting us. I always assume that if anything can go wrong, it will.

      We got to the parking lot at 11:45, and there was no sign of the Riverside. Father Leo and Dixie were waiting for us, so Kerri and I walked over. I could see Kerri trying to figure out why a priest and a lady who looked like she should be running a book club were part of a secret ghost hunter rendezvous.

      “This is Kerri,” I said, intentionally not introducing the others because the less Kerri knew, the less trouble she could get into. “She was here when the other two went missing, and I figured it would be best if she was here for what we do tonight.”

      “How does this work?” Father Leo asked, gesturing toward the empty lawn. I looked to Kerri, who shook her head.

      “Beats me. It was already here when we came over from my apartment,” she said.

      The next few minutes seemed to last forever. I was puking terrified that the old hotel wouldn’t materialize and that Nikki and Allison would be trapped inside it forever.

      The timer on my phone went off, right at midnight.

      Between one breath and the next, the Riverside Hotel came back from the dead.

      I stared at the ghostly hotel, stretching up four stories with a mansard roof tower and a wide, covered porch, painted in shades of gray as it had been before the fire. The grand front steps welcomed travelers, and the main doors stood ajar. Gaslight flickered in the windows, not the cold electric light of recent times. Off to my left, the long-demolished boardwalk led off to the bathhouse. I wondered whether the hotel itself was the ghost or if there were spirits trapped inside from the century-plus of its existence, and I sincerely hoped that the apparitions didn’t include two new residents.

      “I spoke to a few friends,” Father Leo said. “As long as we don’t light a bonfire or set off fireworks, the local cops aren’t going to come looking.” He glared at me when he mentioned the fireworks, and I rolled my eyes. Geez, it wasn’t like I did it all the time. Once. Okay, maybe twice, but it had all been part of the hunt.

      “Good,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “Very good.” I knew what had to be done, and I was the guy to do it, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t afraid. I was afraid of being too late to save the girls, afraid of letting Amy down—yet again. And, yes, afraid of going in a hotel that didn’t exist anymore.

      I poured a big salt circle around Kerri, Dixie, and Father Leo, giving them plenty of elbow room. Then I handed Kerri a piece of iron pipe. “Ghosts don’t like salt or iron,” I explained. “Stay inside the circle, no matter what happens. You’re safe inside the circle. If the circle gets broken and something comes after you, hit it with the pipe.”

      Kerri looked skeptical—like a sane person would—but she just nodded and said nothing.

      I left the salt from my bag inside the circle, along with my knives and rebar. Father Leo gave me a look. “I’m not going to take the chance of dispelling it by trying to carry that stuff inside.”

      “Then how are you going to protect yourself?” he asked quietly.

      I shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe I won’t have to. We don’t know if the hotel is luring people in or trying to keep them. I’ll make it up as I go.”

      Father Leo clapped a hand on my shoulder. He’s quietly accused me of attempting suicide-by-monster more than once. I know he worries, and that’s one of the things that keeps me here.

      “It’s Nikki inside,” I said to him. “We’re all going to come back out, together.”

      I hefted my bag, with its specially-selected contents, and glared at the entrance. “It’s showtime.”

      The ghostly gray hotel welcomed me with its open door and flickering gaslight, but the temperature dropped as I walked closer, and the air felt cool and clammy, like the inside of a tomb. When I lifted my foot to go up the steps, I braced myself to fall, but the stairs held, and I began to climb.

      With every step, the Riverside grew more solid, its outline sharper and better defined. A glance over my shoulder showed me swirling mist that gradually hid the parking lot and the anxious figures waiting for my return. I’d spent some of the time between this morning and now reading up on legendary journeys to the underworld, enough to remind me to not eat any tasty treats and watch out for three-headed dogs.

      But on the off chance that some of the stories had a glimmer of truth, I picked up a couple of packs of pomegranate seeds at the grocery store. Those suckers are expensive, so I figured they’d better be good for helping me find my way back from the realm of the dead because they were far too pricey to sprinkle on breakfast cereal. Every few steps, I dropped one of the seeds, leaving a trail like drops of blood between me and the way home.

      By the time I reached the hotel’s front doors, everything around me seemed solid and real, even if the temperature felt more like February than August. I shivered, some from the cold, and the rest from dread and fear. I wasn’t afraid for myself. I’d been ready to die that day back in the Big Woods with the wendigo, and sometimes, it felt like everything since then had been a half-life of sorts. But I was frightened for Nikki and Allison, who had so much untarnished life still in front of them. Mostly, I was terrified I would fuck this up and prove Amy right in the worst possible way.

      I couldn’t think about that right now. All that mattered was finding the girls and getting us all out of here.

      The entranceway looked as quaintly elegant as I recalled from photographs, a country Victorian style with ornate wood furnishings and lots of lace. I’d wondered if the hotel had its own revenant staff, but no one waited behind the check-in desk or by the bell stand.

      I looked around, wondering if Nikki and Allison might just be stuck for some reason in the lobby, comfortably waiting in the overstuffed high-backed chairs. No such luck. I was going to have to go looking for them and hope that the Riverside wasn’t going to go all Hotel California on us. Or worse, turn into Cambridge Spring’s own version of The Overlook.

      So I stood in a ghostly lobby of a hotel that didn’t exist, trying to figure out where to go next. A grand staircase led to the guest suites. The dining room and event space stretched off to one side, and I knew that somewhere behind the kitchen or down a service corridor, there would be stairs into the basement and mechanical rooms.

      Sweet baby Jesus, I hoped Nikki had the brains God gave a Chihuahua and didn’t go into the cellar. For that matter, I also hoped she and Allison didn’t head upstairs. But my gut told me Nikki would be smart about this. She already knew she was mounting a rescue. So, either Allison wasn’t right inside the door, or they couldn’t get out the way they came in. I went back to the entranceway. If Allison was trophy hunting, there was plenty of Victorian bric-a-brac for her to pocket.

      In the distance, I heard piano music and the clink of glasses. The muted hum of conversation carried from elsewhere, along with the rustle of skirts and the sound of footsteps. The Riverside was waking up around me.

      Although the hotel had survived for over one hundred years, maybe it wasn’t ready to go just yet. Perhaps enough emotional resonance had seeped into its floors, draperies, carpets, and furniture to make it “real” despite reality. All I knew was, we were stuck in our own personal Brigadoon, and, Oz or not, I wanted to click my heels and go home—with Nikki and Allison.

      I debated whether to call out. I might find the girls or attract unwanted attention to them or me. For now, I decided to poke around. The music grew louder, and I caught a faint whiff of roast beef and strong coffee. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed motion, like the swish of satin or the edge of a man’s great cloak. Near the front door, I could swear I heard the whinny of horses and the crunch of gravel.

      The longer I stayed, the more “real” the Riverside became—and the more likely I was to become a permanent resident of The Twilight Zone. I checked my watch, but it had stopped the moment I walked inside. My phone was completely dead. Fuck. I had three hours before we all disappeared and no way to know how much time I had left.

      I needed to pick up the pace. I glanced out the window, wondering whether the moon I saw was “my” moon or a ghost moon. If it was the real moon, then the position had shifted enough to let me know that I’d already lost about an hour. Dammit—it only felt like minutes. I’d need to be very careful. Legends told that time in other realms didn’t pass the same way it did in the real world. If what seemed like only fifteen minutes was really an hour, then my chance to find the girls was waning fast.

      Think! What would Nikki do? If Nikki couldn’t get out the front door, she’d look for a different way out. I glanced around myself. The big porch wrapped all around the hotel, and I was certain other doors opened onto it, but I couldn’t see Nikki voluntarily going deeper into the haunted building. Then I looked to my left and saw the boardwalk stretching on beyond double doors, toward the mineral spring’s bathhouse.

      Going outside meant a chance to be seen and heard, to go over the side—although I remembered it being a long way down—or maybe make it to the pools. Water grounded energy. Pools were thresholds in myths, a way to cross from one realm to another. Nikki loved the old stories. She’d head for the baths.

      Everything around me felt more real than when I’d first entered. The carpet under my feet, the walls around me, the light of the gas lamps. Colors were more vivid, sounds and smells more sensual. Even the things I saw in my peripheral vision looked more solid than ghostly. If we didn’t get out soon, we’d become the Riverside’s newest residents.

      I jogged for the French doors that led to the boardwalk. When I reached them, I wasn’t sure whether I’d go right through them like an apparition, or whether they’d be solid. I didn’t break stride and knew I’d find out one way or the other. They parted for me on their own. I didn’t slow down to figure it out.

      “Nikki! Allison!” I yelled, now that I was outside the building. My running steps should have echoed, but instead, the sound seemed muted, although the boards beneath my feet felt solid. Maybe I should have marveled at the sight of the magnificent old hotel restored to its former grandeur, but my heart thudded too hard in my chest to take in the scenery. I still hadn’t found Nikki, and the clock was ticking.

      “Nikki!” I hollered again. This time, I thought I heard a faint sound from the far end of the boardwalk and saw a twitch of motion next to the mineral bath doors. I sprinted toward the end of the elevated walkway, wondering whether it elongated as I ran.

      Then I saw them, huddled against the stone wall of the bathhouse, arms wrapped around each other, looking cold and miserable.

      “Nikki! Allison!” I called out, and this time, Nikki raised her head and gave me a weary smile.

      “Uncle Mark. I knew you’d come.”

      “Are you hurt? We’ve got to get out of here.” I gave them both a hand up, and they got to their feet, looking worse for the wear. They’d been here for a full day, but from their drawn features, I felt sure it had seemed like longer.

      “We couldn’t get the doors to open,” Nikki explained.

      I looked at Allison, who wasn’t meeting my gaze. “Turn out your pockets,” I said.

      She shrugged moodily but didn’t budge.

      “We don’t have time. Turn out your damn pockets, or so help me, I will pick you up by your ankles and shake you until your fillings fall out,” I growled.

      Allison gave me a surly glare and pulled out a silver sugar bowl.

      “You’re going to put that back where you found it, and that’s going to happen now. Because Nikki and I are getting out of here, with or without you.”

      Nikki’s eyes widened, unsure whether I’d leave Allison behind. I wouldn’t be happy about doing it, but hell yes, if it came down to a stupid memento or getting out alive, I’d leave her ass here in the ghost hotel if she wasn’t smart enough to drop her treasure and run.

      Allison seemed to realize I wasn’t bluffing because she nodded, even though she wasn’t happy about it.

      The wind around us shifted. My gut told me we had to go. “Run!” I yelled, grabbing Nikki’s arm and leaving Allison to keep up with us on her own.

      I had dropped pomegranate seeds all the way, and they glowed red against the gray of the boardwalk. That’s when I realized that the hotel had started to lose color—and the bathhouse behind us didn’t look as solid as it had just minutes ago.

      “Faster!” I yelled as the boardwalk began to feel spongy under our feet. Fog closed in, hiding the hotel that I hoped was still in front of us. I tightened my grip on Nikki’s arm and heard Allison right behind us.

      We burst through the French doors. The piano had gone silent; I couldn’t smell coffee. The dining room and foyer looked blurry, like chalk lines dissolving in the rain.

      “Put down the damn sugar bowl!” I ordered and heard a muted thunk as something heavy dropped.

      The front doors were only a few strides away, but already the gas lights had dimmed. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that the parlor and the dining room were lost in shadow, and the grand front staircase seemed to lead up into the clouds.

      “Go!” I shouted, reaching into my gear bag and grabbing my flare gun. I wagered that if the Riverside’s ghost had any sentience, it wouldn’t want to burn again. I fired the flare, and a red ball of fire streaked through the open doors with us close behind it.

      I pushed the girls in front of me and followed hard on their heels. We rushed through the big wooden front doors…and fell. The wide porch vanished from around us before we ever reached the front steps. I landed hard in the wet grass, on the empty lawn. We’d dropped about six feet, enough to knock the wind out of me. As I lay on my back, staring up at the stars—real stars—I breathed in the cool night air and started to laugh.

      Nikki threw an arm around me and buried her head in my chest. “You did it!”

      I had the presence of mind to fold her into an embrace. “You okay, kiddo?”

      She nodded, sniffling a bit. “I’m sorry, Uncle Mark. I knew we shouldn’t go in. But—”

      “You tried to do the right thing, and it went south. Happens to me all the time,” I said. With a grunt, I pushed up to sit. Father Leo and Dixie were running our way. I saw Allison curled in a ball a few feet away, but I couldn’t tell if she was in shock or just pissed off.

      “Mark! Is everyone all right?” Father Leo called.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I replied. “What day is it?”

      Father Leo chuckled. “Same as when you went in. Dixie did her best to slow things down for you, but the ghosts put up a fight. In the end, I think they were glad to see the back of you.”

      “Story of my life,” I muttered as I stood up and pulled Nikki with me. I hugged her tight, then let go and stood back to see her face. She looked pale, but the grin she flashed was pure Wojcik. I pushed her bangs out of her eyes and kissed the top of her head. Kerri was cajoling Allison to get up and losing patience rapidly. I hoped Nikki reconsidered some of her friend choices after this.

      “Let’s get you both back to Kerri’s place,” I said. “Then I want you to call your mom and let her know you’re okay.” I winced at the thought. “Tell the truth, but maybe leave out some of the details, huh?”

      Nikki’s expression told me that she fully understood. “Will do, Uncle Mark. And—thanks.” She stretched up to kiss me on the cheek. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, kiddo,” I murmured, wishing Sean could have seen what a great daughter he had. The flare gun I’d shot was the same one I’d used long ago to kill the wendigo, so maybe just this once, fate was smiling on me. I knew better than to get used to it.

      We saw the girls to Kerri’s apartment and then went back to the parking lot. The Riverside Hotel was gone, nothing more than a memory and an empty lawn. It didn’t take long to find the utility construction nearby. With Dixie’s help and a little ghostly “Marco Polo,” I was once again shoulder deep in mud, but I knew what I was looking for and surfaced victorious with another mysterious shard in my hand.

      “Got it!” I said, holding it aloft so Dixie and Father Leo could see.

      Dixie kept her distance, and Father Leo eyed the relic skeptically. “Tomorrow, we put Chiara and Simon on the trail of those pieces. Someone somewhere must recognize them. We’re way beyond coincidence at this point.”

      I wiped off with towels I put in the truck specifically for this purpose, and we all climbed in with me behind the wheel. “Roger that, Padre,” I said. “But right now, there’s nothing in the world I want more than a cold beer and a hot shower. The mysteries of the universe are gonna have to wait their turn.”
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      “I’ve got an order of wings, two burgers, a salad, and nachos,” the server called out as he came to our table. I hailed one of the burgers, Sara flagged down the salad, Louie Marino claimed the other burger, and his wife, Tania, reached out for the nachos.

      All around us, Friday night at the Drunk Monk on the East side of Conneaut Lake was in full swing. TVs over the bar showed a couple of games plus a big race. Most of the tables were full, the beer was flowing, and for once, all seemed right with the world.

      “So you’ve known Mark a long time,” Sara said with a mischievous grin aimed at Louie.

      “Sure have,” my buddy, the Linesville cop, replied. “Long enough to know that he would, without question, willingly assault a sworn officer of the law if I tell you any of the things you probably want to know.”

      Tania snickered. Sara gave me an appraising look, and I tried—and failed—to look innocent.

      I’d finally gotten Sara to take a couple of midweek days off to visit, and after getting the grand tour, she wanted to sample the area’s so-called nightlife and meet my friends. Blair and Chiara had an event at the coffee shop, so Louie and his wife drew the short straw and here we were, double dating.

      I squeezed Sara’s hand under the table, and she bumped her knee against mine. Even though I told myself I was too old to feel twitterpated, I liked Sara, maybe more than was safe. After all, she’d been widowed, and I’d been kicked to the curb, so we were both okay with moving slowly and seeing where things went. I liked talking with her and spending time just snuggled on the couch watching a movie. We had a nice time, whether we stayed in or went out. Best of all, it just felt comfortable between us. I liked that best of all, because while it wasn’t the dizzying, breathless infatuation movies consider to be romance, it seemed solid and workable, something for the long haul. I really, really hoped she felt the same way.

      “To be honest, there aren’t a lot of interesting stories anyhow,” Louie went on. “I mean, Mark wasn’t the most exciting guy growing up—”

      “Now wait a minute!” I objected. I’d sworn Louie to secrecy about a couple of embarrassing moments in elementary school, like getting pantsed in gym class in fifth grade or showing up on the wrong baseball field in sixth grade and causing the team to forfeit the game, but that didn’t mean I wanted to sound boring.

      Louie just grinned, and I knew this was revenge for the time I told his junior prom date about how he got bus-sick on the way to summer camp and barfed all over the chaperones.

      “I guess you’d call him a late bloomer,” Louie went on with a devilish glint in his eye. “I mean, senior year, no one would have voted him ‘most likely to save the world.’”

      Inwardly, I groaned. Louie was right. In fact, I think I got voted “least likely to ever leave town” or something lame like that.

      Sara smiled, and the warmth in her eyes made my heart stutter. “I think he bloomed just fine,” she said, twining her fingers with mine.

      After a couple of beers and some good food, everyone relaxed. Conversation flowed naturally, and I started to feel a little more comfortable. I wanted Sara to like Louie and Tania, and them to like her. It didn’t escape me that, although part of me kept thinking “take it slow,” another part kept envisioning Sara around for the long run. That scared me and excited me in equal amounts, so I just stayed quiet, but the part of me rooting for the future chalked up a win as the night went on.

      After dinner, we took over the pool table in the back. Sara and Tania proved they had a hidden talent for the game, while Louie and I just tried not to get shown up too badly. The night was still young when we headed out, promising to get together again soon. Sara regarded me quietly as I settled behind the wheel and headed back to my cabin.

      “I like them,” she said. “They seem like good people.”

      That mattered to me more than I first thought, and I realized I’d been holding my breath, hoping everyone got along all evening. “They are. And I think they liked you, too.”

      We didn’t have a long drive back to my place. “Cabin” sounds a little rustic for what is actually a log house on a nice piece of property in the woods. It’s got all the important amenities and a few of the necessary comforts. Demon barked as the truck pulled up, and I knew that for as ferocious as he sounded, he was wagging his butt off, anxious to have Sara scratch him behind the ears.

      “You’ve got a nice view of the stars out here,” Sara said as we got out of the car. She walked a few paces to where she could see better between the tree branches. I followed and slipped an arm around her shoulder. For the moment, we ignored the frantically barking dog and focused on the Milky Way.

      “Sometimes, when I get home late, I can see meteor showers,” I said. Without the competition of city lights, the sky was dark and vast, littered with diamonds.

      “Once in a while, if the conditions are right, we get a glimpse of the Northern Lights, up in Kane,” Sara replied. “It’s worth standing out in the cold to see it.”

      I pulled her into my arms and drew her close for a kiss. She kissed back and pressed against me, and I never wanted the moment to end, just me, Sara and the stars.

      So of course, my phone rang. I’d have gladly ignored it, except that it was Louie’s ringtone, and since he knew I was with Sara, he wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t important.

      “Sorry,” I sighed. “It’s Louie.” She stepped back, and the world felt colder. “This had better be good,” I growled into the phone, as Sara chuckled.

      “Apologies for interrupting, but we’ve got a situation,” Louie replied. “Pat Carmody from Meadville PD just called me. Zombies at Greendale Cemetery.”

      Fuck. Pat and Louie know about my “side gig” hunting monsters. Most of the cops wouldn’t believe me if we told them, but Pat and Louie had seen things they knew weren’t normal, and we’d handled a few problems together. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anyone else to call.

      “What’cha got?” I asked.

      “The groundskeeper for the cemetery called Meadville PD with a complaint about rowdy visitors after hours. Fortunately, Pat was on the call. Six women, all in their early twenties, all dressed like it was a hundred years ago—and all dead but active.”

      “Shit. What’d he do?”

      Louie gave a tired sigh. “He called me, swore his partner to secrecy, and retreated. Since the cemetery’s closed, the situation is under control for the moment, but we’ve got to put the zombies down—”

      “And figure out why they rose,” I supplied. “How many total are there?”

      “That’s the thing,” Louie replied. “As far as Pat can tell, the six women are the only zombies in the whole freaking place.”

      “Count your blessings,” I replied. Greendale Cemetery is old and beautiful, with Victorian monuments, huge azaleas, and rhododendrons as large as trees. It’s also packed to the gills with dead people, so if they all decided to wake up and roam around, “bad” wouldn’t begin to cover it.

      “Is Sara there?” At least Louie had the decency to sound sorry about ruining my evening.

      “Yeah. I can explain—”

      Sara was suddenly next to me, folding her hand around my phone. “Come on,” she said. “You’ve got a job to do.”

      “Hold on, Louie,” I muttered, then turned back to Sara. “I know it sucks, but you can be comfortable here in the cabin, and I’ll be back as soon as I can—”

      “I’m coming with you,” she said, lifting her chin. “Zombies are nothing to fool around with. I’m pretty good with first-aid if you or the others get hurt.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “I’m an expert shot.” The look in Sara’s eyes told me she wasn’t going to back down. Hell, I wasn’t sure I wanted her to. After all, if we were going to go forward with our relationship, this sort of situation would keep coming up. And armed with a gun with high-caliber bullets and locked in the truck, Sara should be safe.

      “All right,” I conceded. “But you stay in the truck.”

      Sara made a noise that might have meant any number of things. I lifted the phone once more. “Okay. We’re on our way.”

      “We?”

      “Sara’s coming with me. Long story. It’ll be all right.” It had better be. I’d already lost four people I cared about to a monster. I wouldn’t survive losing anyone else, especially not Sara.

      The drive to Meadville didn’t take long, and the gates to the cemetery stood ajar when we arrived. Usually, the entrance locked at dusk, but I could see two cop cars inside waiting for us.

      I looked over at Sara. “All right—I’m going to get out to open the gate the rest of the way. You slide over and drive through; then I’ll get in the passenger side after I close the gate again. Just stay in the driver’s seat. And keep the gun handy.”

      Sara kissed me on the cheek. “You’re cute. I’ve got this. Go.”

      I jumped out of the car, she moved over, and the truck rumbled through the gate. Louie and Pat jogged up to greet us. “Fill me in,” I ordered. Sara remained in the truck, but she put the window down to hear, and I moved us closer to make sure she wasn’t left out.

      “We left the zombies some cheap drive-thru hamburgers to keep them occupied,” Louie said. “They’re up around the curve, but they’ll go looking for more meat soon.”

      “Lovely. Who are they?”

      “Six young women, identical markers, different birthdates, and last names, but the same death date,” Pat recounted. “Back in 1918.”

      “House fire? Apartment? Brothel?” I asked, trying to come up with a set of circumstances that would account for the odd details.

      “I think there was a fire at the college about that time,” Pat said. “Could have been a dormitory or a rooming house.”

      “So why are they back?” Louie asked.

      I sighed, getting a bad feeling about the answer. “Is the college doing any construction projects? Utility work? Tearing down an old building? Anything that disturbs the ground?”

      Pat frowned, thinking. “I don’t go up there much. Campus Security handles the routine calls. But yeah, I think I saw some equipment around. Why?”

      “My bet is that the construction dug up a strange shard like Father Leo and I found at other places where there’ve been…incidents…lately.” Pat knew a little about what I did, but I didn’t want to drag him any deeper into the Occulatum’s secrets if I could help it. Louie already knew far too much.

      “Okay,” Louie said, in that tone that told me he guessed there was a whole lot I was leaving out. “So, now what?”

      The zombies would be shambling their way down toward the front gate very soon, but I knew the missing shard held the key. “These are the ones we’ve found so far,” I said, opening the back of the truck and unlocking the lead box. I tilted it so Sara could see. “They’re like really hard pottery, except not. And the markings don’t look like anything else I’ve seen. Got a couple of people working on it; no answers yet. But…lock the shard in the lead box, and whatever it’s powering up gets unplugged.”

      I drew a deep breath, sure I was going to get push-back from all three of my companions. “So here’s what I think—Pat and Sara go to the college and look for the shard. It’s probably fairly near the top. Check the mud piles. Find it and throw it in the lead box. Then come back and get us. If that alone doesn’t shut the zombies down, it should take a lot of the mojo out of them.” I hoped.

      “I don’t like it,” Pat said. “That leaves you and Louie against six zombies.”

      “Six co-ed zombies in long skirts,” I replied, because I’m a smartass, and I was trying desperately to get Pat and Sara out of harm’s way now that I had a good excuse.

      “You need us here,” Sara argued.

      “We’ll have a shorter fight if you go find the shard,” I countered. “For all we know, as long as the shard is out there, we won’t be able to put the zombies down. We’ll get exhausted—and they’ll just get hungrier.”

      “How about we all go, and we’ll find it faster,” Sara suggested.

      Louie shook his head. “We need to keep the zombies from leaving the cemetery. There are neighborhoods all around. We’ll just stay here and play ‘whack a mole’ until you get back.”

      Pat and Sara exchanged a glance. They hadn’t met before, but they’re both smart and stubborn—and insanely loyal. I knew I was asking a lot for them to leave us here, but I didn’t want either of them in the line of fire. And I hadn’t been kidding about the shard—I had the awful feeling that this case was connected to all the others.

      Reluctantly, Pat and Sara finally nodded. “Okay,” Sara said. “But we’ll come right back here, to back you up.”

      I wanted them anywhere but here, but I knew not to push my luck. “Just, be careful,” I replied. “Be safe.”

      Sara gave me a look. “You’re the ones staying here with the zombies. So it goes double for the both of you.” With that, Pat got into the truck, Sara turned around, and they headed down the hill. The college wasn’t far, but finding the shard in a construction mess was certain to take longer than I wanted to battle the zombie hoards.

      Even if the legion of the undead were more like a decomposing sorority.

      I’d grabbed my gear bag out of the truck, so I had a shotgun and plenty of shells, plus a very sharp machete and a few other surprises. Louie had his service handgun, and a backup tucked into his waistband.

      “Ready to go deal with Shauna of the Dead?” I asked as staggering shadows appeared on the horizon in the pale glow of the cemetery’s few security lights.

      “Shouldn’t they call them the Shambling Dead?” Louie asked, eyeing the zombies. “They really don’t walk.” Both of us were talking smack because we were scared shitless, an old habit from middle school gym class and dodgeball against the jocks.

      “We gonna do this loud or quiet?” I asked, realizing that Louie also had a Ka-Bar with him.

      “Pat’s not the whole Meadville PD,” Louie said. “We’re pretty close to houses to do a lot of shooting.”

      That’s when we realized that only four zombies approached from the direction we expected. Two of the rotting co-eds had broken off to flank us. That meant these weren’t the usual dead walkers, because most zombies have the brains of one of those windup toys that keep bumping into the wall.

      I heard a growl from behind me and started to turn as something foul and strong landed on my back. Louie yelped as the other missing zombie lunged at him from behind.

      My zombie attacker smelled worse than a dumpster left in the sun on a hot summer day, and the cold, rotting skin left a trail of slime wherever it touched. But the bones and sinew were strong, and so, apparently, were the teeth, which snapped and clicked far too close to my jugular.

      “Fuck it all,” I muttered, ineffectively spinning as if centrifugal force itself might throw the creature off me. Louie was equally unsuccessful at jabbing his elbows back and trying to buck the zombie off. In the meantime, their four dead BFFs had closed in.

      I spun and slammed the dead girl into an obelisk, hearing a satisfying crunch of bone and squelch of bursting membranes. Her bony arms unlocked from around my neck. I wheeled and slashed with my machete, taking her head off.

      Louie copied my move, and he was currently trying to scrape his attacker off him against one of the other monuments, using the wing of a weeping angel to try to pry off the zombie attempting to rip out his throat.

      I squared my shoulders and faced the incoming hoard. It was the first time I’d ever rushed a sorority.

      “Let’s get this party started,” I muttered. I went left. Louie went right. He’d offed the shambler who’d grabbed him from behind, and who now lay in a headless heap beneath a scary-looking angel. We had bigger problems. Four of them.

      I let out my best battle roar. Louie responded in kind. This was just like when we’d gone toe-to-toe with Sammy Hogan after the creep stole my favorite lunch box in fifth grade. Except that Sammy wasn’t undead, and we just gave him a bloody nose, instead of sending his severed head bouncing from bloody shoulders.

      Still, Louie and I waded into battle shoulder to shoulder, whether it was bullies, Bigfoot, or badass zombies. I stabbed one zombie through the heart. Didn’t do a damn thing except piss her off, so I freed my blade by giving her a kick to the gut. That sent her reeling backward to land on a rusty iron fence surrounding an old grave. The spiked posts impaled the zombie, keeping her pinned while not letting her pull free.

      Fuck-it-all, these were fast zombies, and even the ones we decapitated didn’t completely stop moving, which told me the shard was behind this. Despite the three we’d downed, there were three more in good shape and ready to rumble.

      I blasted two of them with my shotgun at close range, removing most of their heads. Louie gave up on his Ka-Bar and shot the third. Normally, that would have taken care of regular zombies, but these fuckers kept on grabbing and crawling, and I was afraid we were going to have to hack them into bits to stop them.

      One of the sorority sisters got back to her feet, even more monstrous with half a skull, glaring at me with her remaining eye. I hadn’t had time to reload, so I swung the empty shotgun like a baseball bat, giving vent to my inner Negan.

      “Picked a fine time to leave me, Lucille!” I belted, off-key, as the heavy gun stock connected with her skull like a Tee-ball on a stand. It flew far enough I might have been able to run to second base if this were a game instead of a desperate fight for our lives.

      We had squirming zombie pieces strewn around us, so now instead of being menaced by six shamblers, we had skulls and severed hands trying to get a piece of us. Louie and I shot, stabbed and hacked, but it just seemed to piss them off more.

      “Cover me!” I yelled, digging in my bag. I pulled out a can of hairspray and a lighter. I sprayed and prayed, and my cheap-ass flamethrower roared to life, barbecuing the zombie bits. The cemetery smelled like cooked, rotted meat—no surprise there, I guess. But the fire drove the zombies back—even the severed limbs retreated—so we had a temporary stalemate, at least until I ran out of Aquanet.

      “Now what?” Louie asked. We stood back to back, each armed with hairspray and a Zippo, sending a fiery blast any time the zombies tried to encroach. “I’m almost out of hairspray.” He winced. “Now there’s something I never thought I’d say.”

      “If we’re lucky, Sara and Pat find the shard, and they come back and rescue us,” I replied. I didn’t have to spell out what happened if our luck ran its usual shitty course.

      “Unless you’ve got a whole salon in there, we can’t keep this up all night,” Louie warned.

      The zombies didn’t look much like people anymore. One of them was still stuck on the iron fence, impaled by an arrow-shaped support. She was the only one of the six still intact. The others were missing limbs or heads, but still doing their gruesome best to attack. We covered for each other so we could reload, but blasting these zombies apart didn’t stop them; it just made more of them. We were at an impasse.

      “Come morning, someone’s bound to notice,” Louie observed. “We might even make the evening news.”

      “If the zombies don’t eat the reporter.”

      I heard the dying hiss of one of the cans of hairspray. We were running out of time.

      All of a sudden, the zombies stilled. The ones still standing fell, and the bits stopped moving. Even the one thrashing on the iron fence stopped flopping like a gigged fish.

      “They did it,” I breathed, still watching the zombies warily in case it was a trick. “They found the shard.”

      We looked around us at the carnage. “How are we ever going to clean this up?” Louie moaned, back to practical matters now that death was no longer imminent.

      “Watch my back. I’ve got another idea.” I handed off my can, shoved the lighter in my pocket, and grabbed a huge container of powdered coffee creamer. I’d only seen this work on YouTube, but I hoped like hell it wasn’t fake news.

      “What the fuck?” Louie asked as I kicked a heap of zombie pieces into a pile. As I shook out a thick curtain of powdered creamer over the bits, I lit the dust, and the whole thing went up in a fireball.

      “Holy shit! That’s the last time I put that in my coffee!” Louie shouted, jumping back reflexively.

      “You play soccer,” I muttered. “Kick the pieces together, and I’ll light ‘em up.” I might never get the gore off my boots, but we sent up some damn fine flames, reaching high into the night. In the distance, sirens wailed.

      “Fuck.” I didn’t see a way in hell we’d talk our way out of this.

      That’s when I heard the roar of an engine and saw my truck heading right for us, with Sara behind the wheel.

      Pat jumped out almost before the truck stopped. “Nice job,” he said, taking in the burning zombies. “Thanks—now get out of here before the fire department arrives. I’ll stay and cover it. Gas leak,” he said, with a credibly serious look on his face.

      I slapped him on the shoulder. “Good luck with that,” I said, glad that the clean-up wasn’t my problem. I jumped into the passenger seat as Louie got into his squad car, and we all took off, taking the old road that ran alongside the cemetery’s edge, going out the back way as the fire engines and cops came in through the front.

      “Your timing is amazing,” I said, collapsing against the seat. “You found the shard?”

      Sara grinned. She was splattered with mud. Dirt streaked her face and clumped in her hair, but she looked triumphant. “Hell, yes! Took some digging, but we found it. Put the damn thing in with the others. How many more of them are there, do you suppose?”

      I couldn’t help grinning back. Our date had been ruined, we’d been cockblocked by zombies, and now, we were running from a crime scene, but Sara looked like she was having the time of her life.

      “No idea. Not many, I hope,” I replied. “But you’ve got to admit, I know how to show a girl a good time.”
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      “It doesn’t match anything,” Chiara told me. “I’m sorry, Mark. But those symbols aren’t a match for any language, current or historic.”

      Simon Kincaide had told me the same thing just an hour earlier. “It’s got to mean something. Did you look at alchemy?”

      “Alchemy. Enochian. Atlantean. Mystical and arcane languages. Hidden codes. They don’t match up.”

      “Someone made them. I don’t think the marks are for decoration.” I plopped onto the couch, holding my phone. “Where do we go from here? The shards are dangerous. And until we can figure out what they are—and who made them—I don’t know how to stop what they do. Or what they’ll cause next.”

      All things considered, Sara had taken the zombie BBQ pretty much in stride, which just further convinced me this was the woman for me. Pat must have sold his fellow cops on his gas leak story because no one came after us, and the local papers didn’t say anything about the dead rising. Father Leo stopped by Greendale to say a blessing and Last Rites, just in case. In fact, we’d gone a whole week without a catastrophe, which told me I was pushing my luck, and everything was about to go to shit.

      I stared at the whiteboard that was still where we’d left it last night when Blair, Chiara, Father Leo, and Louie all came over for pizza and to help sort through what we knew. I had the points where we’d found the shards plotted on a map, but all I saw was a rough arc, curving down from the New York border, past Cambridge Springs, Meadville, and Mercer. The arc didn’t lead anywhere in particular, and we had no idea if there were other shards out there, waiting to be dug up and activated.

      I shuffled the pictures of the shards that I’d taken with my phone and printed out for a closer look. Handling the shards seemed like a bad idea because I didn’t want them to juice up anything else. Keeping them locked away seemed the wisest thing to do, for now.

      “We don’t even know what they’re made of,” I complained, although I wasn’t telling Chiara anything she didn’t know.

      “Hard to analyze it if you don’t dare take them out of the lead box,” she agreed. “I’ve got friends who can run spectral analysis and a bunch more tests—figure out the age, material composition, etc.—but you’d have to risk not keeping them wrapped in lead.”

      “Would you want to take them home with you?” I challenged. “Because I wouldn’t. And I don’t want to send it to some poor son of a bitch to run tests on it and find out he’s been chewed on by werewolves or attacked by zombies or ravaged by rampaging revenants.”

      Chiara snorted. “Can you say that five times fast? Ravaged by rampaging revenants?”

      “Gobbled by galloping ghosts,” I replied. “Bite me.”

      “Sounds like I’d have to stand in line,” she joked. I heard her sigh. “Seriously, Mark. I don’t know what to try next.”

      “Could it be a hoax?” I asked although I doubted that as I said it, especially after what happened with the zombies. “Did you look at fictional languages?”

      “You mean, like Elvish?” I could hear the skepticism in Chiara’s voice. “Doesn’t seem likely to me, not from what you’ve said.”

      I was grasping at straws. “Humor me. Sometimes the people who make up things for movies and books base it on some weird thing they’ve found in real life, the more obscure, the better. Think of it kind of like a back door.” Maybe someone made a cool movie prop, and it somehow got juiced with dark magic. I guess it could happen.

      “I’ll give it a go,” Chiara replied. “And I’ll dig a little deeper on magical languages—real magic, Theosophists, Spiritualism, and stage magic. Maybe I’ll get lucky.”

      “I’m sure Blair can arrange that,” I said with a smirk.

      “Perv,” she retorted, but I could hear her smile. “By the way, Donny is working out great.”

      “Oh?” I had wondered how their new were-watchdog was doing.

      “He helps out in human form sometimes during the day when he isn’t at the slaughterhouse,” Chiara said. “Follows Blair around like a puppy. And since we’ve had him working nights, we haven’t had any more problems with vandalism.”

      “Awesome,” I replied, so happy the situation was good for them and Donny. “He’s not a bad guy, if you don’t mind the shedding.”

      “He’s adorkable,” Chiara replied. “And don’t tell Blair I ratted on her, but she totally slips him dog biscuits and people cookies. He’s going to get fat.”

      “No chocolate,” I warned. “I don’t know if it’s bad for werewolves, but I’d hate to have to find an emergency cryptid-vet in the middle of the night.”

      “Noted,” she said with a laugh. “Seriously, it’s all good. And we’ll figure out the shards. Just give me a little more time.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I was exhausted, and we’d all been going full-tilt combating the problems the shards stirred up. I wanted nothing more than to put this in my rear view, spend a normal week at the garage, and take Sara to a nice, uninterrupted dinner on the weekend. Saving the world sounds cool, but the pay sucks.

      We ended the call, and I sank deeper into the couch cushions, too exhausted to move. Demon nudged my hand with his wet nose, probably checking to see whether I was dead. Not that I thought he’d grieve; he’d go jump on the bed once he was sure I wouldn’t yell at him for it.

      I scratched his ears, and he plopped his huge head right in my lap, looking up at me longingly. “You’ve already been fed,” I chided. “Your Jedi mind tricks won’t work on me. That was the kibble you were looking for.”

      My beer was empty, and my bladder was full. I dislodged Demon, took my glass to the kitchen, used the bathroom, and returned to get myself a refill. When I came back to the couch, Demon had curled up next to where my feet had been, and I found myself staring at the shard pictures, which were scattered across the coffee table.

      “Wait a second,” I murmured, setting my beer aside. I leaned forward and frowned as I studied the shards more closely. I’d been so busy focusing on what was written on those damn pieces, I hadn’t really looked at the shards themselves.

      “What if…” My voice trailed off. I went to get scissors and tape, then cut the shards out and started to tape the pieces together, feeling like the guy in that movie who turned his mashed potatoes into Devil’s Tower.

      When I was done, I felt breathless although I didn’t know whether that was excitement or fear—or compulsion. I’d fit the shard photos together like a jigsaw puzzle, and they formed a rectangular tablet of some sort. Even better, it looked like we had all the pieces.

      Now if we just knew what the hell it was for.

      I took a picture of the composite and texted it to Chiara and Simon, begging for help. Then I sat back and thought about the other aspect of the shards we hadn’t explored—what they were made of.

      I’d handled them all, except for the one Sara and Pat found, which looked just like the others. They weren’t metal, fabric, stone, or wood. Nothing about them seemed organic—not flesh, bone, or plant material. They reminded me of pottery—freaky strong, heavy, weird pottery. So, I grabbed my laptop and started searching.

      Not pottery, maybe. Ceramics. Ceramic engineering was a thing—and it didn’t have any connection with throwing pots on a wheel. Instead, it was all about materials that could withstand high heat and strong forces, to be used in engines and planes and…spaceships.

      Holy fucking shit. Maybe the shards weren’t magic. Maybe they weren’t from our world at all.

      I sat back, stunned. Demon gave me a questioning look, decided everything was all right, then stretched out so I had no room for my feet and farted.

      What now? I plotted the path of the shards on a map. The “tablet” I had put together from the photos looked complete, but then again, I had no idea what it was supposed to look like. Maybe there were more missing pieces out there or other tablets like this one. Hell, for all I knew, maybe E.T. dropped them off like an other-worldly newspaper boy, hoping to make First Contact.

      There was too much I didn’t know, and not enough that I did.

      Story of my fuckin’ life.

      I sat down at the table with my laptop, looking for reports of strange activity in the swath of PA that seemed to fit the trajectory of whatever left the tablet. On a good day, this state is mighty weird, so that took a lot of combing through all the back channels that the monster hunter and cryptid researcher community use to share information. But after I had done some digging, I needed to talk over what I’d discovered.

      “Have you found anything?” Father Leo sounded a little sleepy, and I realized that it was after eleven.

      “I’ve eliminated a bunch of Bigfoot reports that might or might not be true but don’t have anything to do with this case,” I told him, “and I’ve made notes on some low-level cryptid issues we can come back to later. Oh, and I sent you the Elvis sightings. I thought your folks were supposed to keep better track of him?”

      Father Leo sighed. “They try. He’s good at sneaking out.”

      “Have you tried taking away his blue suede shoes?”

      “Yes. It doesn’t help. Did you have a point to make?”

      “Amazingly enough, yes. After I sorted through everything, I’ve got about a dozen incidents that map to a shaky arc. It might continue the flight path of whatever dropped off the shards—if they were, in fact, dropped out of the sky.”

      “So then the real question is: when did the shards fall?” Father Leo mused, sounding more awake. “Nothing we handled had been a problem for long. They all started up after the ground was disturbed.”

      “I’m not an archeologist, but most of the places didn’t look like they’d dug down more than a few feet,” I said. “So this isn’t some Ancient Astronauts thing from back when the pyramids were built. Maybe a hundred years?”

      “Possibly less,” Father Leo theorized. “A lot of those areas were farmland a century ago, so anything that fell would have been brought up pretty quickly.”

      I rubbed my eyes, but I wasn’t really tired. In fact, batting ideas around with the padre had made me curious to see what else I could find. “What’s on your agenda tomorrow?” I asked. “Up for taking a drive?”

      “I figured that’s what you had in mind,” he replied. “I’ll bring the leftover cookies from the parish committee meeting.”

      We agreed on a time for me to pick him up, and I ended the call. Demon shifted, paws twitching, and I wondered how he’d get along with Donny if they spent time together. With my luck, they’d be great pals, and Donny would teach him to dumpster dive.

      I got myself another beer and started to track UFO sightings in Pennsylvania. There were more reports than I’d expected, going way back. Some were the usual Area 51 bullshit. (Everyone knows that the real Area 51 is jointly run by the CIA and the Occulatum, with the occasional territorial pissing match between them.) But other incidents looked much more likely to be real, and I jotted notes on the ones that fit with the trajectory and our estimated timeline.

      When I finally shut down my laptop, I had a list of a dozen likely spots. I sent my notes to my phone, finished my beer, and closed down for the night. Tomorrow, I vowed to get up early enough to pick up a dozen donuts, pack a cooler full of ice and pop, and throw a bag of snacks in the car. I knew the road we’d travel well enough to have a few favorite lunch and dinner spots along the way, something to break up the drive.

      Road tripping with a priest. Do I know how to live it up or what?
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Father Leo showed up with two huge Thermos containers of hot coffee to go with the donuts, and we headed out right after daybreak. The donuts didn’t make it past the county line before they were gone, washed down by coffee as strong as sin.

      “Damn, that coffee could peel paint,” I said, sputtering a bit even as I got him to pour me a refill.

      “Amateur,” he teased. “How do you think novitiates manage all-night vigils?”

      “I don’t know. Speed? Cocaine?”

      Father Leo shook his head. “Seminary coffee ranks right up there with hospital java and police station joe.”

      “Rank is the word,” I said, as my eyebrows crept up toward my hairline. Then again, I definitely wasn’t sleepy anymore, although I’d be twitchy as fuck if I kept drinking the stuff.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’re chasing E.T.,” I said. “Checking out sightings and looking into places people say strange objects fell out of the sky.” I made copies of the photos I’d taken of the pieced-together shard tablet, as well as the individual pieces, to see if they would jog anyone’s memories.

      “Did you know Pennsylvania is one of the states with the most reports of Bigfoot and UFOs?” I continued, feeling the sugary donuts mingling with the strong, acidic coffee to form something akin to rocket fuel in my stomach.

      “Does that surprise you?” Father Leo sipped his coffee and leaned back in his seat.

      “Not really. There’s plenty of pretty remote forest, and the area’s been settled continuously for a very long time.”

      “And some of those reports are ancient,” the priest said. “There are notes in the journals of the first clergy to come to the New World not only reporting their own sightings but also mentioning the stories the Native Americans told about people who came from the heavens.”

      I was silent for a while. “Do you think it’s real?”

      “We’ve certainly seen that the shard—or the tablet—has very powerful energy, and an ability to influence creatures that aren’t human.”

      “I mean, UFOs? And if there is life out there,” I said, waving vaguely at the sky, “what does that mean for folks in your profession?”

      “It means that we will all have to become more open-minded,” he answered. “Which is why there’s a branch of the Occulatum that’s been working on protocols for First Contact for quite a while.”

      “Um, you’re going to handle it better than the last time, right? No offense.” Much as I adored Father Leo, we all knew the Church had a tarnished record when it came to indigenous peoples.

      “We have attempted to put better measures in place, and I sincerely hope we have learned from history,” Father Leo replied. “No offense taken.”

      Our route meandered down state highways, passing plenty of barns and fields, and going through small towns I could barely find on my map. By lunch, we’d made four stops, with little to show for it.

      “I would have thought folks might have more to say on the subject,” I said as Father Leo and I took our lunch from the pick-up window to a weathered picnic table. I was a sucker for the independent, mom-and-pop “dairy isles” that dotted the back roads, where I swear the Sloppy Joes and French fries are the best in the world.

      “I’m guessing they’ve been overrun with reporters, bloggers, and self-appointed investigators,” Father Leo said.

      “You’re probably right,” I replied, taking my time to savor a great sandwich and fries done to perfection. “And who knows whether or not the Men in Black have been by to scare them into silence?”

      He gave me a look. “Next, you’ll be telling me that they used their flashy-thingy to make everyone forget.”

      I shrugged. “Stranger things have happened. You can’t deny that if the Occulatum ever got their hands on one of those gadgets, they’d totally use it.”

      Father Leo didn’t argue. He bit into his sandwich and sighed. “This is so good, I might have to mention it at Confession.”

      Neither of us spoke for a while as we did justice by the meals. That included getting soft-serve cones for dessert. When we finally got back in the car, I felt like lunch meant the day so far had not been wasted.

      “What’s next?” Father Leo asked.

      I handed him my phone’s list of suspicious sightings. “I looked at the best-verified reports over the last sixty years. That’s not quite a century, but far enough back to have pretty good reporting and the tools to rule out regular comets and satellites. These were the ones that were hard to explain. And if you notice, every place on my short list mentions a sighting in December of 1965.”

      Father Leo frowned. “What was so special about that incident?”

      I pulled back onto the road, taking my phone back so the map program could guide us down the rural routes. “People said they saw a very bright light flash overhead that didn’t match aircraft routes—and there wasn’t a lot of space junk yet up there to cause problems.”

      “No, but the Space Race meant what was flying—US or Soviet—was probably classified,” he pointed out.

      “Maybe. That’s where it gets weird. That 1965 sighting is one of the best documented. Lots of people reported it. The arc of sightings would have taken a craft over where we’ve had disturbances. And legend holds that whatever it was crash-landed in Kecksburg.”

      “I can’t say I’ve ever been to Kecksburg.”

      “You and me both, Padre,” I replied. “But we’re going there today after we check out a few more loose ends.”

      Fortunately, the next seven stops went quickly, since they were only a few miles apart. Even with Father Leo in his black shirt and clerical collar, folks looked at us suspiciously when we started poking around, asking questions. A few old-timers were willing to talk to us, but they didn’t add anything to what I’d learned online. People seemed pretty sure that whatever they’d seen ended up being an ill-fated Soviet satellite.

      “You notice how everyone clammed up when we asked if they knew anyone else who’d seen something?” I asked once we were back on the highway.

      “Offhand, I’d say someone official came by and scared the daylights out of them.”

      “Daylights—or something else,” I replied. “I don’t think they liked strangers, and somehow, I doubt we’re welcome to stop by on our way home.”

      “What that tells me is that whoever handled the clean-up after the incident came down heavy-handed, so I suspect there was something worth hiding,” Father Leo said.

      That made me worry about what we’d find in Kecksburg.

      I wasn’t expecting a huge sign on the outskirts proclaiming “Welcome to Kecksburg! UFO capital of PA!”

      Father Leo and I looked at each other. A nearby billboard promoted the “Annual UFO Festival and Fish Fry,” with lurid color drawings of a flaming spaceship and Bigfoot.

      “Maybe these folks won’t be as hard to talk to,” I said, as my truck rumbled down Main Street. We passed a t-shirt shop with a window full of designs featuring bug-eyed aliens and an oddly-shaped ship.

      “Mark—look there!” Father Leo said, pointing.

      At first, I thought it was a huge, brown acorn lifted high in the air on a sturdy metal support, like the sign for a gas station. Then I realized it was supposed to be a spaceship and that all along the ring at the bottom were strange runes.

      Runes that looked entirely too familiar, in a material that, at least from a distance, matched the replica.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered. “I mean, I read the reports, and I’ve seen the movies that were made about the incident, but I didn’t think they would go all-out like this.”

      “It’s probably the most exciting thing that ever happened in these parts,” Father Leo replied, not trying to hide his grin. “And a good excuse for a party every summer.”

      Kecksburg embraced its UFO the way Salem, Massachusetts, turned its witch trials into a major tourist attraction. Sub shops and pizza parlors featured logos showing their specialties as spaceships. Stores promised their wares were “out of this world.” Little green men and more sinister-looking “aliens” with bald heads and big eyes peered at us from every display.

      “How about we get dinner, ask around, and then go get a motel?” I suggested. “We can come back late tonight and get a better look at that ‘acorn.’”

      “Works for me. That diner back there looked like the real deal,” Father Leo said. I suspected priests were a little food obsessed to make up for a lack of other pastimes.

      I parked near the Cup and Saucer diner, where “saucer” definitely took on a double meaning. But as cheesy as the name and logo were, the old chrome-walled restaurant looked like it had been there forever. I glanced around, unable to shake the feeling that we were being watched, but no one outside seemed to be paying us much attention. That changed when we walked in. Conversation grew quiet as the locals sized us up, probably for tourist potential. Father Leo and I made an odd pair, and even the waitress gave us a second glance as she took us to our booth.

      “Everything looks good—like it might be made from family recipes,” I said, salivating a little as I read through the large selection of diner comfort foods, and of course, homemade pies, many of which had corny alien-related nicknames.

      “We can always come back for breakfast,” Father Leo said with a mischievous grin.

      “What can I get you, gentlemen?” Kelli, our server asked. I ordered a burger, and Father Leo got fried chicken, promising to save room for dessert.

      “Hey, I wondered if you could help us,” I said before she had a chance to run off. “We’re researching a book about the UFO that crashed near here, and we’d like to talk to someone who was around when it happened.”

      I guessed I wasn’t the first “book researcher” or reporter to ask the question because Kelli hesitated, then nodded. Maybe Father Leo in his clerical collar convinced her we were trustworthy.

      “Duane Roache is the go-to guy for that,” she said. “He says he had a front-row seat to the crash and also saw the spooky guys who came afterward to clean it up. If Duane likes you, he can connect you to the other folks who will talk about it. You can usually find him over at Cosmic Towing until around eight.”

      After she was out of hearing range, Father Leo gave me a look. “You didn’t need to lie.”

      “I couldn’t exactly tell the truth. Who knows? Maybe I’ll write up all my adventures someday and pass it off as fiction,” I countered.

      The food was as good as the sign promised, so we forgot about conversation and just stuffed our faces. Choosing just one kind of pie was hard with twenty varieties to pick from, which meant breakfast here was guaran-damn-teed. By the time we finished, it was after six.

      “I’ll call ahead to get us a room, in case it’s the busy season,” I said as we paid and headed for the truck. “That way, we can still get over to see Duane before he closes up.”

      I booked us a double at the Blue Moon hotel, and we headed to Cosmic Towing.

      “I’m kinda afraid to find out what the high school mascot is,” Father Leo mused as we passed neon signs of spaceships, rockets, shooting stars and aliens.

      “You know there are towns in PA named Mars and Moon Township, right?”

      “There are also towns named Intercourse and Blue Balls, and I worry about their mascots, too.”

      “And of course, Derry Area High School,” I replied. At his confused frown, I prompted, “Say it fast.”

      “Oh.”

      Cosmic Towing looked exactly like I pictured it: a cement block garage with two bays and a big sign showing a truck towing a damaged UFO. I was glad that my garage back in Atlantic didn’t have to match a hokey theme, but maybe the locals got into the spirit of the story and had fun with it.

      We parked at the curb and walked up to the office. I wasn’t surprised to find that everyone was in the bays. I only use my office for paperwork. “We’re looking for Duane Roache,” I said, raising my voice to get their attention above the noise of the pneumatic wrenches.

      A white-haired man in coveralls looked up from behind a wrecked Mustang. “Who wants to know?”

      “We’re researching the UFO crash, and Kelli at the diner said you’re the man who knows the most about it,” Father Leo jumped in, probably to spare me another venial sin.

      Duane snorted. “Mighty nice of her. She’s also my granddaughter.” He wiped his hands on a rag and ambled over. The other three men went back to work. “I’m trying to finish a job. Can you boys wait in the office while I close up?”

      I’m thirty-six, and Father Leo is older than I am, so it’s been a while since anyone except Dixie called us “boys,” but Duane had us by a good forty years, so I wasn’t going to complain. Duane’s office was pretty spartan, with the requisite pin-up calendar, plenty of sticky note reminders, and a pile of papers on the worn metal desk. Two uncomfortable plastic chairs provided seating, and a small TV, dog-eared magazines, and an empty coffee maker were the extent of amenities for waiting customers. We passed the time with our phones until Duane joined us, and the other workers packed up and headed home.

      “Now, what can I do for you?” Duane asked, eyeing Father Leo’s collar. Maybe he didn’t see a lot of UFO-investigating priests.

      “We’d like to hear your story about what happened the night the UFO fell,” I said, pulling out a tablet I brought to look more like a reporter.

      Duane sat in his chair behind the desk, and I figured he’d done this a lot. “I was ten years old, out playing with my dog, Chance. All of a sudden, the dog takes off for home like a shot, and I see this bright star falling through the sky. Like a big fireball,” he remembered. “The ground shook when it hit, over in the woods at the edge of town. Sent up a plume of blue smoke.”

      He leaned back and put his feet up on the edge of the desk. “I did what any kid would have done—went right into the woods after it. And there it was, like a huge acorn, half covered with dirt where it knocked down trees and plowed a furrow right into the ground.”

      “Was it doing anything?” Father Leo asked. “Any lights? Noises? Strange vibes?”

      Duane nodded. “It glowed, but then I guess it was still red hot from coming through the atmosphere. And the squiggles all along the edge? Those were lit up almost too bright to look at, white and gold. It hit hard enough that I felt the earth shake.”

      “Any smoke? Fire?” I prompted.

      Duane shook his head. “Nope. But it did look like it had a rough time. Pieces were missing, like panels had gotten lost. I got to it before anyone else, but I couldn’t get close ‘cos of the heat. Then real fast, there were sirens, and everything just went crazy with police and firefighters and next thing you knew, the state boys were there and then the Feds.” His tone didn’t leave much question about what he thought about strangers muscling in on “their” UFO.

      “What happened after that?” Father Leo asked, leaning forward.

      “I hid in the trees,” Duane replied. “No one knew I was there. Nowadays, I’d have had a phone to get photos, video too, but back then…” He shrugged. “I wish I’d had a camera with me. Coulda made a fortune off those photos.”

      “Tell us about the spaceship,” I pressed. “Did it really look like an acorn?”

      Duane chuckled. “It looked like the biggest damn acorn you ever did see, yes sirree. About twice as large as the one they’ve got up on the post on the way into town.” He sighed. “Once all the shouting was done between the cops and the Staties and the Feds, the guys in the black suits roped off the area. I hid real good, so they didn’t catch me. They took all kinds of readings with fancy instruments, and I guess the outside cooled off because they touched it and nothing happened. It stopped glowing, and the chicken scratch on the edge darkened up. Then they threw a tarp over it and loaded it onto a flatbed once it was dark.”

      “Any idea where it went?” I didn’t really expect him to know.

      He shrugged. “Wherever they hide stuff like that. Somewhere out West?”

      “So, the replica at the edge of town, who made that?” Father Leo shifted to lean back in his chair.

      “Benny Carson, God rest his soul. Died a few years back. Quirky sort, always making art outa things he found along the road.” Duane leaned forward. “But I’ll tell you something I’ve never told anyone else. Benny and me, we were drinking buddies. And I was out to his place a couple times while he was making that big acorn. He let me in on a secret. Those government boys didn’t find all the pieces. Benny did, and he put them into the material he used to make that there replica.”

      I didn’t make eye contact with Father Leo, but I knew from the way he straightened that we were both thinking the same thing. “What did Benny die of?” I asked.

      Duane shook his head. “It was the damnedest thing. I grew up with Benny, and he was healthy as a horse all his life. But after he made that damn acorn, he started getting sick. No one figured out what did him in, but he just wasted away. Hair fell out, got real tired, skin got bad. It was a real shame. Bad way to go.”

      “Thank you,” Father Leo said, standing. I followed his lead. “We’ve kept you from your dinner. But we really appreciate the information.”

      “If you mention Benny in your book, you tell people he was a good guy,” Duane said. “We wouldn’t have none of this UFO festival stuff without his spaceship.”

      Neither of us spoke until we were back in the car. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching, but I knew we weren’t being tailed. “Tell me what you got from that,” Father Leo said.

      “The spaceship was real. The Feds—or the Occulatum, or both—took off with it, but they missed pieces. We’ve probably got the big chunks in that lead box. And I’m thinking Benny likely died from some kind of radiation poisoning, which makes me real glad I stuck the pieces in lead instead of under my seat wrapped up in a towel.”

      Father Leo nodded. “Yep, that’s my take, too. So, I’m wondering what would happen if we put the ‘panel’ together from the shards when we were near the acorn with its pieces.”

      “Not keen on getting more X-rays than my doc prescribes,” I said.

      “We’ll be quick about it,” he said. “And the shards have had fifty years buried in the dirt to power down. Benny probably handled and lived with pieces that were still ‘hot’ for weeks or months.”

      “What do you think is gonna happen?” I didn’t like the idea of actually putting the panel together, but I didn’t see another choice.

      “No idea. Maybe nothing,” Father Leo replied. “We know the acorn isn’t the real spacecraft, so it’s not going to take off for the mothership.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something? Those shards called up crazy stuff.”

      “Which means we’ll know what to expect.” He was too damn calm about it, but I didn’t have a better argument, so I shut up. I had kinda figured we were going to do something like that all along.

      We went back to the motel and grabbed a nap and a shower to pass the time. Kecksburg didn’t look like it had an all-night party scene other than the truck stop by the interstate and the diner, so if we waited for the wee hours, odds should be in our favor that we could check out the acorn without drawing attention.

      When we headed back out at three in the morning, I didn’t cut on my lights until we were out of the hotel parking lot. The night clerk might think we were skipping out without paying, and we didn’t need cops sniffing around. I drove back to where the big acorn-shaped sculpture was a silhouette against the starry sky and pulled off the road.

      The feeling of being watched was stronger than ever, and I turned slowly, taking in the shadows beneath the trees and the empty road.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something out there,” I said, wishing that the prickle at the back of my neck would stop.

      “There probably is,” Father Leo said with a shrug. “And if so, we’ll deal with it, like we always do.”

      He grabbed the gear bag, and I lifted down the heavy lead box. I wasn’t convinced that aliens cared about salt lines or iron filings, but if there were other things keeping tabs on us, setting the wardings couldn’t hurt. I didn’t want to handle the shards more than I had to, so I’d brought a pair of kitchen tongs to move them around. When the tongs didn’t melt, I felt a little better. I laid the pieces on the ground, using oven mitts for protection, and pulled out my taped-together mock-up, then lined the shards up on the paper to match. It took a bit of jostling to get the pieces together, but they fit better than I thought they might since they’d been buried for half a century after falling out of the sky. When the panel was assembled, it was about twice the size of the sheet of copy paper I had used for the prototype.

      Once the pieces were pushed together in the right order, the damn thing lit up. I yelped and scrambled backward as the tablet began to glow, and the strange markings flared so brightly I had to look away.

      An instant later, the runes on the big acorn blazed bright red, and the whole post began to shake.

      “Mark, look!”

      I raised my head and saw thick fog rolling in from the tree line, where there hadn’t been any before. Not fog. Ghosts.

      The tablet changed colors, blinking a sequence just like in the damned movie. Whatever bits were inside the acorn sculpture responded, and soon the tablet and the fake spaceship were putting on their own light show.

      A glint of red caught my attention. The fog billowed along the edge of the forest, but now I could catch the reflection of the lights in eyes in the shadows, red and yellow—definitely not human. Low growls rose above the sound of crickets, and I heard snuffling and shambling that didn’t sound good.

      Shit. The shards were waking up every cryptid, zombie, and ghost in the neighborhood, and I did not want to be around for the smackdown.

      Meanwhile, the otherworldly light show hadn’t let up. In fact, the tablet had synchronized with the sculpture, and they were pulsing together. The ground began to shake, and I could hear the big acorn rattling in its moorings.

      A pillar of light burst out of the sculpture, blasting through the top and showering us with debris. A brilliant white flare streaked up into the heavens, and the air around us grew cold enough for us to see our breaths. Every cell in my body seemed to vibrate, and the ghostly fog swirled closer. I could see faces more clearly now in the mist, and I knew that the unquiet dead felt the pull of the tablet and the pulse of the lights.

      Father Leo held a shotgun and a canister of salt. I drew my Glock loaded with silver bullets and pulled out a sawed-off to go with it. We stood back to back inside the salt circle, as the shard-tablet grew brighter and brighter.

      “Now what?” I yelled above the rumble of the shaking iron pole and the noises of creatures drawing closer in the darkness. We were surrounded, and there was no way the two of us could fight off everything, all at once.

      “Can we get the tablet back in the box?” Father Leo asked.

      I didn’t dare look away from the red eyes staring out of the shadows. “That’s it? That’s your plan?”

      “You’ve got something better?”

      I didn’t, but we were going to need something quick. Zombies to the right of me, cryptids to the left, there I was. Stuck in the middle with Leo.

      Not for the first time, I wished one of us could hurl lightning bolts or smite people with magic. That damn alien acorn had sent out a beacon that called every unnatural creature and restless spirit in the area and riled them up with the radioactive shards.

      Father Leo began to chant the Last Rites, managing to fire rounds of rock salt into the writhing mist without missing a beat. I took aim, firing two-handed, alternating between shooting the Glock’s silver bullets at the red-eyed, shadowy forms and blasting them with iron buckshot from the sawed-off.

      Where were the cops when we needed them? Normally, we tried to avoid the boys in blue, but right now, we could use a posse. Surely everyone in town had heard the gunshots, but no one came running, and no flashing lights or sirens suggested that anyone was coming to the rescue.

      “Shit,” I muttered, reloading. I’d hit several of the creatures, but whether the shots destroyed them or just made them back the hell off, I couldn’t tell in the darkness. Nothing—yet—dared to cross the salt line, but the night was young. I had plenty of ammo for our usual clusterfucks, but not enough for a friggin’ war. Maybe the monsters were just waiting for us to tire, running down the clock until they could get to us.

      Leo transitioned without a hitch from the Last Rites to the exorcism. The gray mist of ghosts had thinned, suggesting that the unwilling spirits had moved on, and only the vengeful ones remained. Exorcism wouldn’t dispel regular monsters, and dark shapes slunk around the outside of the salt circle, regarding us with red or yellow eyes that glowed with an unnatural light. Their growls and howls sent chills down my back.

      Perhaps that explained why none of the locals were rushing to our defense. I’d seen movies where outsiders were sacrificed to appease the monster in the woods and wondered if we’d served ourselves up as tribute.

      A gray, bat-shaped creature as tall as a man, living proof of the Mothman legends, launched itself at us. I fired the Glock, hitting it center mass, and it fell back hissing and howling from the silver. In the next instant, I let loose with the shotgun, spraying buckshot at a cloven-footed, horned goat-man that looked like the PA version of the Jersey Devil.

      Father Leo kept on chanting and shooting, and I fought off the creatures that dared to attack, but we couldn’t keep this up forever. My granny used to say, “Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition,” but I don’t think she had a situation quite like this in mind. For all the times I’d thought about ending myself, on nights when memories and failures crowded suffocatingly close, now that the very real possibility of being torn to shreds presented itself, I found I wasn’t in a hurry to leave, after all.

      “I think we’re screwed, Padre,” I called over my shoulder. “Put in a good word for me with the Man Upstairs.”

      A new noise broke through the chaos. It started low; then, it rapidly rose in volume and pitch until I winced and wished I dared to drop the gun to cover my ears. It got louder and higher until my fillings felt like they would vibrate out of my teeth and my bones felt like a xylophone, humming with resonance.

      There was no way in hell I should have been able to hear anything over that racket, but I could have sworn I heard a man’s deep voice chanting. The words were slippery; I couldn’t quite catch or remember them, but they carried a weight and primal force to them that my lizard brain recognized as powerful and dangerous. And then, when the pressure inside my head made me think my eyeballs were about to pop, a weird blue bolt of electricity sizzled from somewhere behind us, zapping the acorn and blowing it to smithereens.

      The pillar of light winked out as abruptly as it had turned on, and the tablet suddenly went dark. My eyes took a second to adjust, and I was sure Father Leo and I were about to be mobbed by angry ghosts and hungry shamblers, with a few shady shifters thrown in for good measure.

      I tensed, ready to shoot and fight, prepared to go down swinging. Instead, as my vision cleared, I saw an empty field, a darkened patch of woods, and a blackened ruin that had once been the acorn UFO. Everything else was gone, except for the shard-tablet, which lay dark and inert on the grass.

      “What the hell just happened?” Father Leo breathed.

      “I have no fuckin’ idea, Padre.”

      “You’re welcome.” We both startled at the new voice. Father Leo and I turned in unison to face this new threat, guns drawn.

      “You won’t need your weapons. We’re on your side.”

      “Yeah, and next you’re gonna try to tell us these weren’t the ’droids we were looking for,” I muttered. “Who the fuck are you?”

      I asked, but I already knew. Two big guys in black suits with dark shades—at night—military haircuts and enough self-importance that they oozed entitlement without ever saying a word. Cue the men in black.

      “FBI? CIA? NFL?” I felt like pushing my luck.

      “Friends,” the taller man replied with a smirk. “Let’s not complicate matters. All we want is the tablet.”

      Father Leo’s eyes narrowed, and he said something in Latin. The shorter man appeared rattled by whatever it was and replied in the same dead language. Then, he turned to his arrogant partner and murmured something that wiped the smirk off his face.

      “Let me start over,” the tall jerk said in a slightly less obnoxious voice. “I’m CIA. He’s—”

      “Occulatum,” the other man replied, and I had the feeling he was the one calling the shots. “We’d been alerted that you might have found and reassembled something related to the ship that crashed here, and we’ve come to take it off your hands before anyone else gets hurt.”

      “You’re a little late for that,” I snapped. I’d been scared out of my wits by the freaky UFO light show, and we’d been fighting our way out of one supernatural mess after another because of those shards. It galled the hell out of me that these two douchebags in suits thought they could waltz in and take over when we’d taken all the risks. “We’ve been cleaning up your mess all month.”

      The shorter man had the grace to wince at that. “Yes, sorry. You see, we always wondered what happened to the pieces of the ship that broke off during re-entry, but we never found any, so we weren’t sure they existed.”

      “Until they started causing problems,” I replied. “Which we handled. A little back-up would have been nice.”

      “Mark,” Father Leo murmured, warning me to shut up.

      “And here we are,” the CIA asshole said. “The cavalry coming in over the hill at the last minute, so to speak.”

      I ignored him since his buddy was obviously in charge. “Now you go home and wash your hands of this whole mess like it never happened,” the Occulatum guy continued. “We’ll make sure no one here causes trouble, and we’ll even arrange to replace the statue after the unfortunate ‘lightning strike,’” he said.

      “You planning to kill people, or just whammy them?” I asked, because I’ve never been able to keep my mouth shut, and I didn’t want to see Kelli or Duane get a one-way ticket to Gitmo.

      “I assure you, no one will get hurt, or…whammied,” the Occulatum guy replied. “You’ve done your part, and you have our gratitude. But now, it’s time to hand over the tablet and go get a good night’s sleep.”

      I glanced at Father Leo. “How do we know they’re the real deal?”

      “I confirmed their identity with my colleague,” he replied, and I guessed the Latin was some kind of code word.

      “What, no secret handshake?”

      Father Leo spared me a tired smile. “No. Not even a priestly decoder ring. I’m going to have to ask you to trust me on this, Mark. They’re okay.”

      I stared at the shard-tablet that had caused so much trouble. For weeks, I couldn’t wait to be rid of it, and earlier tonight, I had never wanted to see it again. Now, I felt weird just handing it over, although I certainly didn’t have any desire to keep it.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “But the next time you lose a piece of your spaceship, don’t call us, we’ll call you.” I left the tablet where it lay and stalked past the men to my truck. Father Leo lagged behind, pausing to speak in Latin again to his counterpart before joining me. I was already waiting behind the wheel when he climbed into the cab.

      “We won’t have any trouble from authorities—local or otherwise,” he assured me.

      Now that the big alien confrontation was over, I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. Although I’d never say it out loud, the two guys in the Fed suits had saved us from getting our asses whupped by all the creepy-crawlies the tablet attracted. And while part of me had hoped a little to get a glimpse of a real alien, I figured that it was probably better, given our track record, that we didn’t.

      “All right,” I conceded. “But tomorrow, I still want breakfast at the diner—and pie.”
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      Wonder of wonders, I was actually back in my garage in Atlantic, underneath a car with my sleeves rolled up and my tools beside me. Classic rock blared from the speakers, the shop smelled of sweat, gasoline, and motor oil, and all was right with the world.

      So of course, it couldn’t stay that way.

      “Hey, boss?” Pete, my shop manager, said as his feet appeared in my line of sight. “There’re some people here to see you.”

      “Get them to make an appointment. And if they say I owe them money, they’re lying.”

      “They look kind of official.”

      I had a sinking feeling. Official-looking was never good. I skidded out on my creeper and wiped my hands on a rag. Sure enough, Tweedledum and Tweedledee, the CIA and Occulatum douches from Kecksburg, were waiting in my office.

      “Shouldn’t you be busy waterboarding Bigfoot or something?” I asked. I stood just inside the door, arms crossed over my chest, and pointedly did not offer them a seat.

      “We need to talk to you.”

      “Father Leo’s church is a couple of miles from here. He’s the boss. I’m just the grunt.”

      The CIA guy smirked as if I’d confirmed something he’d already suspected. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      “Headquarters is briefing him as we speak. And I’m quite certain you are far more than just a ‘grunt.’ In fact, Father Leo insisted that we get your buy-in. We have a problem, and we’re counting on the two of you to help find a solution.”

      A dozen smart remarks came to mind, but I managed not to say any of them. “What’s up?”

      “There’s been a spike in supernatural activity across the northwest corner of the state,” the Occulatum guy said. “We originally thought it was due to the Kecksburg shards, but those have been dealt with, and the activity isn’t decreasing.”

      “You think there were more UFOs?”

      “We don’t know—and that’s the problem. We’ve identified a number of phenomena, and we need you and Father Leo to find out what’s going on.”

      This was big. Usually, Leo and I just got pulled in on a case-by-case basis. “Why us?”

      “You’re the designated Occulatum hunters in this area,” the CIA guy replied, and while he didn’t say it, I could hear the “duh” at the end of his sentence.

      “We’re it?”

      The Occulatum guy sighed. “People with your background and skills are difficult to come by, Mr. Wojcik. Most people who encounter monsters don’t survive. Those who do are often permanently damaged, or unwilling to tempt fate by going out looking for more. It takes a certain kind of person to do what you do and live through it. Good hunters are in remarkably short supply.”

      That was almost a compliment, and I saw the CIA guy’s jaw twitch as if he were itching to jump in with a jab, but he stayed quiet.

      “So, you’ve got a list of sketchy things you want us to chase down? Do you have any idea what’s behind it, so we don’t get our asses handed to us?” I’m not a trusting kind of guy, and I had no reason to think these two wouldn’t use Father Leo and me as bait in some shady deal.

      “We believe someone or something is increasing the frequency and violence of supernatural occurrences,” the Occulatum guy replied. “We see the effects, but we need you to examine the evidence and determine the source, so it can be properly dealt with.” He paused. “It’s possible that the incidents are building to a climax. If that’s true, it will be in all of our best interests to stop it before that happens.”

      “What kind of grand finale are we talking about? End-of-the-world bad, or less-than-extinction bad?”

      The Occulatum guy looked at me, and I could feel his stare despite his dark sunglasses. “Worse.”
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