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      I couldn’t help a smug smile when the werewolf’s teeth clanged on metal as he bit down on my shoulder. Tough to know what was more entertaining—the shocked look on his face when he realized he’d broken a fang on my steel skin or the fear that came right after, recognizing that he wasn’t the biggest badass on the block.

      I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck faster than he could react, lifted him off the ground with one hand, and gave him a shake. Since he probably stood about six feet tall and weighed around one-ninety, I doubt anyone had done that to him since he was a pup.

      Certainly not the mark he’d figured for an easy dinner.

      “Bad wolf,” I scolded, giving him another shake that might have made his vision blur. He kicked and struggled, snapped and snarled, but I held him far enough away from my body that he couldn’t make his fists or feet connect. Not that it would have hurt me, but he might have broken a hand or a toe on my metal skin.

      “There’ve been four deaths close to here—werewolf kills. Hearts ripped out, deep claw marks on the bodies. The only good thing I can say is that you didn’t turn them. Probably went down so quick and easy there wasn’t time,” I said. “You know I can’t let you go.”

      Sometimes, there’s enough humanity left that the monster begs for a second chance, promises to be good, swears to turn over a new leaf.  It almost never changes the outcome. Occasionally they try to bribe me and seem astonished when I turn them down. I have everything I need, and the things I want and can’t get, even the gods can’t give me. Once in a while though, I take a chance. It almost never works out, and we end up right back where we started, but it reminds me that I’m not one of the monsters.

      At least, not yet.

      The werewolf sealed his fate when he twisted, raking his claws down my chest in a move that would have ripped out my guts if I hadn’t been, well, me. Instead, he made an awful screech of nails on metal, howled when he broke a claw, and tried to bite me—again.

      Not the brightest pup of the litter.

      I snapped his neck with a flick of my wrist. Then I put a silver bullet through his heart. Someone would find him shifted back, a naked man dead in an alley. Another nameless tragedy of the big city. They’d never know he’d been the big bad wolf, with a string of murders to his name.

      I protect the ones who can’t protect themselves. That’s the vengeance I sold my soul for when I made a bargain with an ancient Slavic god as I lay dying.

      Most days, I’m good with that. I make a difference. Because of what Krukis, the god of blacksmiths, made me into, the victims have a fighting chance. I keep people from dying because I kill the monsters first.

      But on other days, the old memories of who I was and what I’ve lost crowd closer, and it’s impossible to forget.

      Immortality isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.

      I thanked Krukis and felt his magic leave me. On my own, I’m a big guy, tall and brawny with muscles earned from hard work. Still not someone bad guys want to meet in a dark alley. But without Krukis’s magic, I’m not strong as an ox, fast as a racehorse, almost impossible to kill, and I don’t have metal skin or steel bones.

      Without Krukis, I’m just Joe Mack.

      I sighed, realizing that the werewolf had destroyed another good shirt. I thought about going back to my apartment for the night, but even with a successful hunt, my mood tonight was bleak, and it would be better if I weren’t alone. But I’d need to change clothing so that I didn’t scare the mortals.

      The bouncer at the door of the speakeasy looked me up and down, probably figuring that I could easily move him out of the way. Then again, he knew I was one of Mr. Ben’s friends, so he just waved me in without comment.

      Ben Lavecchia ran the best “blind tiger” in Cleveland. Prohibition declared it illegal to sell alcohol, but charging admission to see a rare blind tiger was completely legal. So here in the relative secrecy of the basement under the Hathaway Theater, Ben offered people the chance to “see” a rare blind tiger for the very affordable price of a few coins.

      Of course, if those same clients wished to enjoy a complimentary drink on the house while waiting to see those tigers, that was within the law. And if the tigers couldn’t be persuaded to show themselves for viewing, well, that was understandable—since there weren’t any tigers. Ben had to explain that reality once in a while to the very, very dense.

      And because Ben’s father ran the Italian Mob in Cleveland—and with it, the police department—the cops left his speakeasy alone. It didn’t hurt that Ben was also a strega. Even Capone didn’t mess with witches.

      “Got any new tigers back there, Ben?” I asked. “Maybe some I haven’t seen before?”

      Ben gave me a look. “You’ve seen a lot of tigers lately, Joe. Keep it up, and you’ll be the blind one, not the tigers.”

      I shrugged. “I can’t get drunk. Part of the bargain. And it’s that time of the year.”

      Ben’s expression softened, and he handed me a shot of rum. “Take it easy,” he said. “I might run out of tigers.”

      I nodded my thanks and sat back down at the bar. Ben was one of the few who knew my story. The “bargain” was why I was over eighty years old and still looked like I was in my mid-thirties—and why I always would. Immortality has its benefits. But since memory didn’t fade with time, and my dreams were as vivid as ever, especially lately, I’d have to settle for vengeance instead of knowing that at some point, I’d find peace in death.

      I’d come over to this country from my native Hungary looking for honest work and a safe place for my wife and me to raise our son, back when I was still Joe Magarac. We’d settled in Pittsburgh, and I’d gone to work in the steel mills. The hard, dirty work held plenty of danger, but it also put a roof over our heads and food in our bellies. Agata and our son died of fever, leaving me alone. Then came the Homestead Strike. I’d stood with my friends striking for fair pay. The Pinkerton agents hired by the mill owner shot us, clubbed us, beat us with fists, and left us to die.

      I’d called out with my last breath to old Slavic gods, the ones my grandmother believed in, whose altars she hid behind pictures of the Christian saints. Krukis, god of blacksmiths, heard my prayer and made me his champion, with a charge to protect the weak and punish the oppressors. He gave me immortality, and when I call on his power, I’m nearly impossible to kill, except by the heat of the forge. I took a new name, Joe Mack, because when you’re immortal, you have to reinvent yourself from time to time, or people wonder why you don’t get any older.

      Not a bad deal, all things considered. Except I kept the fuckin’ memories, and this time of year, they haunted me. The sweet pain of remembering Agata’s voice and my son’s blue eyes. The smell of gunpowder and blood the day I died. I couldn’t forget, and I couldn’t get drunk. Instead I stayed busy, and when I wasn’t busy, I stayed numb.

      “Thought I might find you here.”

      I didn’t look up at the sound of the familiar voice, as the newcomer slid onto the barstool next to mine. I knew what I’d see. Jack West, Supernatural Secret Service, in a natty suit and fedora hat. He looked like he’d stepped off a movie screen, too handsome to be a real tough guy. But I’d fought beside West more than once, and anyone who let his good looks fool them into thinking he was soft learned the hard way.

      We didn’t always see eye to eye, but Jack was also in the very small circle of those who knew the truth about me. Most of it, anyhow. I didn’t completely trust him. But I didn’t completely trust anyone.

      On weeknights, the theater crowd filled the speakeasy and finding a seat took speed and patience. On a Tuesday like tonight, there were plenty of empty chairs. I knew West didn’t come for a drink—he had a job for me.

      “Does your boss know you drink here?” I felt like talking shit. West’s a good guy, for a fed. He made it clear right up front he thought the Pinkertons were scum. So we had that in common.

      “Yeah. My boss drinks here on even-numbered days, and I get the days that end in the letter ‘y.’”

      I knocked back the rest of my “Caribbean” tiger that tasted a lot like rum and set the glass down with a thud. “What’s up?”

      “Maybe I just felt like hanging out. Thought we could go see a baseball game.” Now he was definitely poking the bear.

      “You hate baseball. So do I.”

      West gave me his slick grin, the one that made most people want to smack it off his face. Me, I grudgingly respected brass balls.

      “We’ve got a situation, and I think you’d be the perfect inside man.”

      Ben gave me a new shot, without me even having to ask. I plunked down my money. It probably costs a lot to feed those tigers.

      “Explain.” West and I didn’t waste words. I wasn’t in a mood to be chatty.

      “Something weird is going on in Reading, over on the eastern side of Pennsylvania. Our witch informant got murdered. There’ve been wehrwolf attacks.”

      I raised an eyebrow. The way West pronounced the word sounded closer to German than English. “I thought that was some cheap novel. And the book wasn’t even really about real werewolves.”

      “And I meant what I said,” Jack replied. “Der Wehrwolf is a hack novel that is all the rage with the Völkisch groups, and with the folks back in Germany who sided with the Kaiser and like some of the young hotheads who are screaming in the streets over there.”

      I’d heard of the unrest and hoped it didn’t come here to America. Such things did not end well.

      “So, who’s worried about these things? The government? The industrialists?” I asked. “And what’s their fear? That people will rise up and ask for their due? Or that there’s someone using dark powers?”

      “We don’t entirely know what’s going on, or who’s behind it. All the signs are there that whatever it is won’t turn out to be a good thing,” West replied, and I appreciated his honesty. “There’s reason to think dark magic is part of it, and money. Right now, the activity is deep in the Pennsylvania German community. I’d like to send you because someone else might not take the time to tell the difference between good immigrants and bad immigrants, if you know what I mean.”

      I did, and dammit, West was right. “What do you want me to do—assuming I agree?”

      I saw the quirk of his lips, an almost-smile that said he knew he had me. In my current mood, I couldn’t bring myself to be annoyed. Maybe West was doing me a favor, although he didn’t know it. Going out on a case might be just what I needed, to pull my head out of my ass and escape my dark dreams.

      I slid him a sidelong look. “Same arrangement as usual?”

      “Of course.”

      I might be the champion of an ancient dark god, but I didn’t work for free—not for the feds. Gave the wrong impression. Part of my deal with Krukis involved a wallet that always refilled with enough money to cover my food, clothing, and rent, sometimes with a bit extra for a job well done. I didn’t need much. But people value what they pay for, so my arrangement with West meant the Supernatural Secret Service handled my transportation and expenses, with a stipend on top. Usually I gave most of that stipend to the soup kitchen. Too many people were hungry, and I knew how that felt.

      “All right,” I said. “How sure are you this isn’t a bunch of superstitious bullshit dreamed up by people who are still sore at the Germans over the Great War?”

      West shrugged. “I’m not. That’s why you’re the one I trust to go in and sniff around. But you won’t be on your own—Sarah and I are going to wow the swells and see what the beautiful people are up to.”

      I knew West could fight like a back-alley cutpurse. But he was best in an expensive suit cozying up to movers and shakers at some invitation-only ritzy party where schemes were hatched.

      “How’d Sarah get involved in this?”

      “We think that whatever’s going on has something to do with the higher ups at the Reading Railroad,” West replied. “And Reading Railroad also owns Reading Coal and Iron. Ring any bells?”

      Oh, that rang plenty. Alarm bells. The Homestead Strike where I died was in 1892. But fifteen years before that, in 1877, there’d been the Reading Railroad Massacre, where the head of the railroad called in private security troops and the “official” toll was sixteen dead, fifty injured. I felt certain the true numbers were much larger. I had no love for the Reading Railroad.

      “So she’s working her Harringworth Coal connections?” I asked.

      Sarah McAllen grew up among the Pittsburgh elite as the daughter of a steel magnate. She married the heir to the Harringworth Coal fortune, but dear old Harry ended up shot dead by one of his many mistresses. That left Sarah completely independent and obscenely wealthy.

      Unlike most of her social group, Sarah had a conscience. She’d always felt guilt over her family being members at the South Fork Rod and Gun Club, whose badly managed earthen dam caused the Johnstown Flood and killed fifteen hundred people, even though she was just a child at the time. So she meddled, becoming a patron of mine and a supporter of West’s sometimes off-the-books endeavors. It’s how she gets her kicks, and to be honest, the lady is good with lock picks and a gun.

      “Yeah. There’s a swanky dinner up on Mount Penn this weekend and another reception at a big mansion. We’ll work that angle, and you see what you can find out from the regular Joes.” West paused. “You do speak German, don’t you?”

      Hungarian was my native tongue. But working in the mills, I picked up a lot from the men around me, all the languages of Europe. Mostly curse words. But whether it was Krukis’s doing or something I had a knack for, learning languages came easily for me. I spoke enough German to get along, although I wasn’t sure anyone would mistake me for a native.

      “Well enough to get by,” I answered. I knocked back the shot. “You know anything about these Völkisch groups?”

      West nursed his second shot. He knew better than to try to drink me under the table. Hell, even when I was mortal, I could hold my liquor better than most men. Of course, my size helped. I had a couple of inches height on West, and probably forty pounds of muscle. He was fit, but I’d forged this body in the hard work of the steel mills. People tended to get out of my way.

      “Mostly that they’re trouble,” West replied. “They sound nice and cultural, on the surface. Make you think they’re going to do folk dances and tell stories. But dig down, and it’s just some ugly shit about how being German is better than being anything else—and they have a short, very specific list of who they are especially better than,” he added, loathing clear in his voice.

      It didn’t take much imagination to guess who was on that list. The usual suspects, the ones who got beat down every time some tinpot dandy wanted to make himself feel like a big man by pushing other people around. I had no patience for that sort. As far as I was concerned, that type of human garbage fell into my charge from Krukis to clean up the place and leave it a little better than I found it.

      Knocking heads together for a good cause was a sure way to cheer me up.

      West and I get on each other’s nerves. We annoy the fuck out of each other sometimes. But he treats women with respect, and he isn’t a dick to people because they talk with an accent or have a name he can’t spell or aren’t lily-white. He’s a good man. I just don’t say that to his face, because his head is swelled enough already.

      I looked up at Ben, who was fiddling behind the bar, trying to look like he wasn’t eavesdropping. “You know anything about this?”

      Ben might have gone as straight as the family business would permit, but he was still Anthony Lavecchia’s youngest son, and Ben’s father and older brothers kept tabs on him. Which meant he heard stuff through Mob channels even if he didn’t want a piece of the action. And being a strega, he heard the witchy gossip, too.

      “Maybe.” Ben finished drying glasses behind the bar and came over. I looked up at him, he rolled his eyes, and fetched me another shot; this time it was vodka.

      “We have a new Russian tiger,” he said and pocketed my money. “Be careful. He bites.”

      “So…the grapevine?” West asked.

      “A lot of people who live here now lost family in the Great War, back in the Old Country,” Ben said. He’s always careful about what he shares, not a surprise given the circles he runs in. “They pay attention to what goes on over there. Germany remains a worry. The Germans lost, but they’re very angry, and this Völkisch movement you mention, it says the loss was everyone’s fault but the Germans’. People are nervous. They’re trying to bring family over before something else bad happens.”

      That squared with what I read in the newspaper and heard at the pubs. It must have sounded right to West because he nodded. “Yeah, that’s what my sources are telling me, too.”

      “You think people in Reading are disloyal?” I asked and sipped the vodka.

      West grimaced. “The majority? No. They answered the call, and they served in the war with honor. But some…especially if they came over with high expectations and got the shitty end of the stick, I think they can start thinking the grass is greener on the other side of the ocean, if you know what I mean.”

      I don’t know when West’s people came over, but I figured it was long enough ago and from places that made him feel settled, like he belonged here. I knew what it was like to leave a home and a homeland behind. I missed things about Hungary—odd things, like cookies that were hard to find here, certain flowers I hadn’t seen since I’d come over, the smell of the Turkish coffee my mother loved.

      But none of that would move me to act against this country that took me in, although arguably, I too had gotten the “shitty end of the stick.” I’d lost my family, my job, and my life. Still, I remembered the bad times in Hungary, the reason we risked everything to come here. I had no desire, even now, to return. I appreciated that West understood that most immigrants were loyal to their adopted country. Many didn’t believe that, no matter the proof. Now I knew I had no real choice about helping settle the Reading problem.

      “All right,” I said, finishing my shot and, to Ben’s great relief, finally turning my glass upside-down. I was still a long way from drunk, not even really numb. But oddly enough, now that I had a job to do, the darkness receded, at least for now. “Tell me the plan.”
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      I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. The train left Cleveland without incident, and I had a comfortable seat that wasn’t in the fanciest section but wasn’t in the worst, either. It was going to be a long ride, with stops all along the way.

      West had arranged for my ticket and for my lodging once I got to Reading. Since it was going to take most of the day, I settled into my seat by the window and got as comfortable as a man of my size could.

      Being on a case and going on a trip lifted my mood, but it did nothing for the nagging sense that something was wrong. I tried to interest myself with a newspaper or with the book I had brought and finally settled for watching the landscape slide by, noting the similarities and differences to my native Hungary.

      Once or twice, I got up, under the pretext of using the lavatory or getting a cup of coffee from the commissary car. I paid close attention to my fellow passengers, trying to pin down the source of my uneasiness.

      As I headed back to my seat, I angled past a wiry little man in the connector area between cars. I’d noticed him sitting on the opposite side of the row, a few seats behind me, but hadn’t paid him much attention.

      He bumped into me on purpose. “What are you?” he hissed, staring at me as if he wished he could see down to my bones.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I sniffed the air, wondering if he was drunk, but I feared a darker reason.

      “Did you do this to me?” he demanded, voice rising, shrill with panic. I did not want to attract attention, but the stranger seemed beyond caring about social niceties.

      “I’ve never seen you before.” I didn’t dare call Krukis’s magic to me, but I wished for the “knowing” that it often conveyed.

      The man was pale and sweating, with a twitchiness I’d sometimes seen in those who took too much patent medicine. With his dilated pupils and the way he licked his lips, I thought perhaps he’d gotten a bad batch of bathtub gin.

      “You put a spell on me!” the wild-eyed man screeched. There was no helping it; people turned to look.

      “You’re mad,” I said, my voice low and deep, hoping I could intimidate him into being quiet and taking his seat.

      He shook his head so hard his glasses nearly flew off. “No, no I’m not. You’re one of them! Hexerei!” he shouted, and now I could see the conductor striding toward us.

      “Here now, what’s going on?”

      “I have no idea,” I replied, doing my best to look sane and sober. “I was coming back from the lavatory, and he just started shouting at me.”

      The conductor turned to the stranger. The man’s glasses sat tilted on his nose, and his hair looked as if he had been running his hands through it. “He hexed me!” the man accused, pointing at me, and I heard a buzz of conversation through the train car.

      “That’s enough of that nonsense,” the conductor snapped. “Get back to your seat and stop bothering people, or I’ll have you put off at the next station.”

      “I’m telling the truth! I’ve been hexed. And there’s something not right about him,” the stranger repeated, pointing to me once more. “So maybe he’s the one—”

      Whatever the man might have said next got cut off. He gasped as if he’d swallowed his tongue, then stiffened, going even paler, and his entire body began to tremble. Sweat poured from him, and he wheezed to draw air.

      The stranger fell to the floor, half in and half out of the vestibule, and the shaking grew worse. Foam flecked his mouth, and he soiled himself. The other passengers gasped and drew back from the corridor but could not help staring in horror.

      With one final groan, the man arched, then dropped back, dead.

      The conductor collected his wits admirably. “I need a blanket and a stretcher,” he told a porter who happened by. “Now!” The porter went running.

      “I swear, I’ve never seen him before,” I repeated, staring at the dead man.

      “You never know what they’ve been drinking,” the conductor said with a shrug. “There’s bad stuff out there.” He looked at me and let out a long breath. “Go back to your seat. If the police at the station have any questions, we’ll find you.”

      I walked back to my seat with my now-cool cup of coffee still clutched in my hand. The other passengers stared at me, then averted their eyes. A whisper passed through the car, and I heard the same word repeated.

      Verhext. Cursed.

      I took my seat, set my coffee down on the tray, and unfolded the newspaper to create a screen between myself and the prying eyes of my fellow travelers. My mind raced, trying to figure out what I’d seen. I’d heard of illness that could cause a person to have a fit, but I’d never seen it. Doctors thought such things were a problem in the brain. Only the ignorant blamed witches and demons for sickness.

      Except that I knew for a fact that witches, gods, demons, and magic were real.

      Perhaps once I reached Reading, West could find out more about the unlucky passenger. Maybe he had nothing to do with our mission. But the unsettled feeling hadn’t left me, and I found my jaw clenched and my shoulders tense.

      After I’d read the paper twice and tired of pretending to study it further, I finally lowered my “shield” to find that the other passengers had gone back to their own diversions. Porters had removed the corpse, and I wrinkled my nose at the strong disinfectant they’d used to cover the smell.

      We pulled into the Harrisburg station, and I watched out my window as the body was taken off on a litter, covered by a blanket. The conductor spoke with a policeman, but the cop either didn’t consider the stranger’s odd death to be his problem, or didn’t want to bother. I couldn’t shake the worry I felt, but at least it didn’t look like I’d be delayed being questioned by the police.

      Several people got off at Harrisburg, a few moving with panicky haste as if they suddenly decided to change their plans en route. My fellow passengers weren’t staring at me; now, they made an effort to avert their eyes. Either they felt embarrassed by their earlier reaction, or they weren’t taking any chances that I might put the evil eye on them.

      New travelers got on, filling the vacated seats. A blond man in a well-worn tweed jacket settled into the aisle seat a few rows in front and to the side. He moved with purpose, and although he wasn’t a large man, something about him commanded attention. The man had an intensity that drew the eye, even when he appeared to be at rest. I wondered if he were a politician, or perhaps a union organizer.

      I’d dismissed the other new arrivals as uninteresting, until the last man ran for the train as it started to pull out of the station, catching hold and swinging up onto the step. I couldn’t hear what he said to the conductor, but he was permitted through and made his way down the aisle to the nearest empty seat as the train swayed, picking up speed.

      My eyes narrowed, as my gut warned me to watch out for the newcomer. The man wore an expensive suit, carried a leather valise, and his shoes had a fresh shine. Black hair and large, equally dark eyes gave him a face not easily forgotten. He looked like a showman, perhaps an actor or a con artist. But the prickle I felt at the back of my mind wasn’t intuition. It was a warning from my patron god. Krukis had noticed the well-dressed stranger, and that couldn’t be a good thing.

      I hadn’t planned on napping, not with everything that had happened, but the sun was warm through the window, and the clack of the wheels, coupled with the rocking of the car, put me under.

      Or rather, Krukis wished to deliver a message.

      In the dream, I stood in a cave, a dark, dank place that smelled of wet rock. The flickering light of a torch or lantern did little to drive away the shadows. I felt Krukis’s presence before I saw him. Only fools or madmen would want to stand in the presence of a god. Even at a distance, the sheer power of his presence overwhelmed me. I respected him, gave him his due, but stubborn bastard that I am, I refused to kneel. That Krukis did not demand it made me regard him more highly.

      “What is bound cannot be allowed to be set free.” His deep voice made my bones tremble, like thunder close by.

      Are there witches? Dream-me had a bit of moxie, to demand answers from a god.

      “Veles seeks to interfere. The dark-haired man has some power, and the blond is a shill used without true understanding. Watch them closely, and be on guard.”

      Can I just kill them when we get off the train, and be done with it? I preferred a direct approach, clean and efficient. I would prefer not to kill, but monsters, like rabid dogs, gave me no choice.

      “Patience. Events must play out if the worst is to be prevented, or Veles will just try again.”

      How can I stop a god?

      “I will handle Veles. I rely on your stubbornness and talent for doing the unexpected to prevail against the mortals he controls. Do not forget: you are my champion.”

      I startled awake, just as the train’s whistle sounded. Krukis’s deep voice rang in my mind. I wasn’t sure, but I thought he’d told me that my ability to be a pain in the ass was what would win the day. At least I could promise to live up to that expectation.

      When I looked around, the blond man appeared to be sleeping. But the dark-eyed man had turned in his seat so that he could see me out of the corner of his eye. If he did, indeed, have some true magic, then perhaps he sensed a ripple because gods never walk softly. I tensed, expecting a confrontation, but after a while, he turned and picked up his book.

      Several hours later, we reached the station in Reading. The blond man had left his seat before we came to the platform and did not return. I had hoped to at least get an idea of his destination. The dark-eyed man already had his valise down from the luggage rack, held between his feet. As soon as the doors opened, he sprang from his seat, pushing past those around him, to be one of the first out of the car. I had only a suitcase, so it didn’t take me long to get off the train, but the man was gone by the time I reached the street.

      I swore under my breath in frustration, and then stopped to get my bearings.

      “Why is there a Chinese pagoda on top of that mountain?” I asked a man standing on the station steps.

      I came to this heavily German city expecting knitting mills and hosiery factories, but the Japanese building had me stumped.

      The guy looked at me like that was a weird question. He shrugged. “I heard some rich guy wants to build a ritzy hotel. Guess he wanted it to look different.”

      If that was the case, he’d succeeded. Mount Penn and its companion, Neversink Mountain, weren’t anything like the Appalachians closer to Pittsburgh or the Mátra range back in Hungary. By comparison, these “mountains” were just really big hills. With a pagoda. Odd.

      I knew I was still a number of blocks from my destination, but a trolley would get me where I needed to go. I hopped a streetcar, which took me up to Spring and Ninth. Still getting my bearings, I looked around, trying to get a feel for this new place. An odd, medicinal scent hung in the air, and I wondered if the Luden’s factory a few blocks to the east had something to do with it. Up ahead in the foothills of Mouth Penn was the new Reading Senior High School, the huge, brick and stone building I’d heard someone refer to as the “castle on the hill.” It had just opened a few years ago and looked solid enough to last for centuries. The area around me was an odd mix of row houses, factories, corner stores, and pubs. I’d passed a Catholic orphanage several blocks to the south, and an elementary school sat at the corner of Spring and Moss. Other churches, Catholic and Protestant, poked spires above the skyline.

      The air smelled of coal smoke and horses. The milkmen and the ice trucks lumbered along with their horse-drawn wagons, seemingly unconcerned by the modern trolley that zipped past them. From what I gathered, the department stores were down on Penn, along with the other fancy stores. West’s sources had all agreed that North Ninth Street was the place to go looking for information, a working man’s neighborhood of mostly German immigrants.

      I paused, listening. I heard the ding of the streetcar, the clip-clop of hooves, and voices coming from the open windows of the narrow houses, speaking the version of Low German people in these parts called “Pennsylvania Dutch.” These folks were “Deutsch,” not “Dutch,” but they had long ago stopped correcting outsiders.

      A boy who might have been about seven years old—still in short pants—followed the milkman’s cart, carrying a bucket and pail. I figured he must live around here.

      “Hey, you!” I called out. He stopped and looked at me.

      “Mister?”

      “I’m new in town. You know where Kemmner’s Rooming House is?”

      He scratched his head, then pointed. “Down that way, just before you get to the cough drop factory.”

      I couldn’t help my curiosity. “What’s the bucket for?”

      “My mum pays me a nickel for horse shit to put on her garden,” he replied proudly. I watched him run off after the receding wagon and had to chuckle at his enthusiasm.

      Kemmner’s Rooming House was a row home at the end of the block. Like the rest of the houses, it was one room wide and stretched from one street to the alley behind it, and rose four floors into the air. The homes looked fairly new, although the soot from the coal smoke made everything dingy. I walked in the front door, carrying my suitcase, and removed my hat.

      “May I help you?” A matronly woman past her middle years looked up from a rocking chair in the front room and paused her knitting.

      “I’m looking for a room.”

      The woman I assumed was Mrs. Kemmner looked me over from top to bottom. “How long?”

      “That depends on whether I can find a job,” I replied, nervously fingering my cap to give the right impression. West and I agreed to my cover story as a mill hand who was looking for work anywhere I could find it, preferably in one of the underground breweries. Reading never held much with Prohibition and apparently made only the barest effort at hiding its alcohol.

      “If you can pay a week in advance, I’ve got a room,” the woman said. “It’s small, but you’d be by yourself. Everyone shares the bathroom unless you want to use the old outhouse by the back door. Rent includes a simple breakfast, a bag lunch, and a hot supper, family-style. No drunks, and no visitors. Do you smoke?” She peered over her glasses at me.

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Good,” she replied with a curt nod. “Because you’d have to do it outside in the alley. I don’t hold with that.” She named a price, and I paid it.

      “Top of the stairs, second door on your right. If you want your washing done, that’s on Tuesdays, and it costs extra.”

      I lugged my suitcase up the stairs and found my room. The narrow space held a single bed, a dresser, chair, and footstool. A window and a gas lamp in a wall sconce provided good light. Nothing in my bag was likely to give me away as being more than I claimed, although I figured Mrs. Kemmner might look askance at the Colt 1911 tucked into my waistband, the silver dagger in a wrist sheath, or the packets of salt and bottle of holy water in my jacket pocket.

      I explored the hallway, enough to find the bathroom and a back stairway that curved down in a tight spiral to the dining room. The kitchen and small yard were to my left, and a dining room, sitting room, and front room were lined up end to end, bringing me back to where Mrs. Kemmner remained rocking and knitting.

      “I see you found your way,” she said. “You said something about looking for a job. Are you one of those Temperance people?”

      “No ma’am,” I replied. “I like a beer as much as the next man, although I don’t overdo.” Even when I was mortal, I’d never been a drunkard. Now, I could drink a barrel-full and feel none the worse for it.

      “Can you keep your mouth shut?”

      I nodded.

      “Then if you don’t mind hard work, Abe Minker’s looking for men to move barrels. Deliveries come at night, and you’ll have to avoid the cops. Don’t know about the pay. You’ll have to ask. Thought I’d mention it.” She gave me instructions on where to go and what to do. Obviously, the work was as illegal as the speakeasy it provisioned.

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “You got a shiv?” Mrs. Kemmner asked.

      I froze, wondering if she’d somehow noted the weapons beneath my jacket.

      “If not, get one. The Seventh Street Gang causes trouble, and you might want protection, what with working nights.” Then she gave me another once-over. “Although you’re big enough, they might leave you alone. You look like you can handle yourself.”

      More than she could imagine. Still, I ducked my head and thanked her for the advice, filing it away. I didn’t doubt that I could probably take on the whole gang and survive, but it would raise awkward questions best avoided.

      A block from the Luden’s factory, a small grocer’s shop sat tucked between row houses on Eighth Street. The name over the door said “Izzy’s Market,” and the display in the window showed canned foods, sacks of flour, sugar, and sewing notions, as well as a jar of hard candy.

      I watched through the window as a stream of men went to the counter and turned in a receipt. Some were handed cash; others walked out empty-handed. I didn’t have an inclination toward gambling myself, but I knew a numbers game when I saw it. Obviously the Minkers were running more than just bathtub gin.

      I went around to the back, needing to turn sideways to navigate the small pass-through between buildings, and knocked at the door.

      “Zhazhda,” I said when a man opened the door. I spoke passable Russian and recognized the word for “thirst,” the password Mrs. Kemmner had shared with me for the speakeasy.

      “You’re new,” the man said.

      “I heard you had a job open. I can load and unload wagons.” That was no lie, and as the man looked me over, the truth of it was apparent.

      “All right. Come in. There’s work tonight. You do good, maybe there’s more.”

      I followed him inside through a storeroom to a door that led to a basement. The underground room was wider than the row house, and I figured someone had knocked through to connect the cellars of two adjacent houses.

      Back in Cleveland, Ben Lavecchia ran a classy speakeasy. Theater folks hobnobbed with socialites, but working folk weren’t turned away if they were on good behavior. By comparison, Minker’s speakeasy drew a rough sort, from the factories, the railroad, the trades. I knew how to fit in with this crowd. I’d been them, in my mortal days.

      Since I had to work, I stuck with one beer and nursed it, not that I’d feel the effects one way or the other. Belly up to the bar, it felt a little like Pittsburgh in the old days. That just made the ache of my memories sharper.

      “Ain’t seen you here before.” The guy on my left barely looked at me, but I figured he’d already sized me up.

      “Haven’t been here before,” I replied, with more accent to my words than usual.

      “Reading’s not a bad place,” he replied. “Just gotta keep your nose out of things that don’t involve you.”

      I wasn’t sure whether I had somehow earned a warning, or whether the stranger merely dispensed advice to anyone who would listen. Since I’d only been in the hidden bar for a few minutes, I figured the latter was more likely.

      “I already heard tell of the gangs,” I said and took a sip of my beer. Not bad, for contraband. Ben’s stuff was better. I wondered if Abe Minker was mobbed up, too. Minker was a Russian name, like the password. That worried me, since I’d had a run-in with some Russian vampires back in Cleveland who had gotten a bit too nostalgic for the Motherland.

      The stranger shrugged. “Ach, there are ruffians everywhere. They mostly fight among themselves. I don’t worry much about the gangs. The hexerei, on the other hand—”

      I’d heard the word before. The same word the unlucky man had used on the train. It meant dark witch.

      “Leave the witches alone, and they leave you alone,” the man on the other side of the stranger said.

      The stranger gave the other man a dirty look. “Like that braucher in York, in Rehmeyer’s Hollow? Didn’t work so well for him, did it?”

      That was the contact of West’s who ended up murdered. I listened closely without looking like the tale caught my interest.

      “He wasn’t a regular person,” the second man insisted. “He was already a witch-healer. Who knows what goes on among witches?”

      They agreed that witches couldn’t be understood by the likes of us, and the conversation went back to complaints about rising prices, a debate over how long it would take to build the new theater, and squabbling over politics.

      I let newcomers squeeze in between me and the stranger, figuring I’d learned all I could from him. The basement had an intimate feel, and the light from the kerosene lanterns didn’t reach the corners, where shadows remained. Most patrons stood at the bar since all the stools were taken. The few tables were already claimed by men engrossed in card games with betting as illegal as their whiskey. Over to one side, two fellows played darts while their friends joked and jeered.

      The cellar smelled of rotgut liquor, sweat, and the tang of coal oil. The man behind the makeshift bar didn’t get the drinks from a drawer shoved through from a secret room. I suspected the cabinets behind the bar swiveled, presenting their blank wooden backs if anyone bothered to raid the place. The crowd didn’t seem worried about that possibility.

      “That’s where the Free Society tried to make a difference,” I heard a man say but didn’t dare turn. Two men were walking behind me, heading back to their seats after refilling their drinks at the bar.

      “The Society’s gone. Just like the Thule,” his companion replied.

      “Damn shame. They had the right idea. That’s what someone needs to do—pick up the work and carry it forward,” the first man said.

      The bar was busy enough; it took some pushing for the men to get through the crowd, which meant I had the chance to overhear at least that much of their conversation. I filed the words away for my next discussion with West. Much as I lamented my memories of some things, another effect of Krukis’s blessing was near-perfect recall.

      I mulled over what I’d heard. A strange word, “Thule.” I knew I had heard it before, and that it was not a good thing. As for the “Free Society”—perhaps it was one of the Völkisch groups West sent me to learn more about. But I knew asking questions was the wrong way to go. I’d have to bide my time and keep my ears open.

      The slap of a palm against the rough counter made me look toward the end of the bar. “You’ve had enough, Karl,” the bartender said.

      Karl shook his head. He looked a bit like a possum, with a pointy nose, pale skin, and a nearsighted squint despite his wire-rimmed glasses. “It’s my going-away party,” he announced. “Keep ‘em coming.” His accent wasn’t German. Karl had the high cheekbones and the wary look I associated with Eastern Europe, farther east than Hungary. Romania, maybe, or Ukraine. I couldn’t quite place his accent.

      The bartender just nodded. “Is that so, Karl? Where are you going?” He clearly didn’t take the man seriously, but he didn’t sound unkind. Amused, perhaps. Karl didn’t look like the type who caused trouble.

      “To hell, I imagine,” Karl replied, and that drew the attention of those around him, whose chatter came to an abrupt end. Karl looked a bit bleary, but he wasn’t three sheets to the wind by any measure. I felt a prickle in the back of my mind, a warning.

      “Hell, huh?” the bartender replied, and relented, pouring Karl another glass and taking his money. “What’d you do? Pay for the trolley with a slug? Make a little whoopie with somebody’s wife?”

      That last suggestion raised guffaws as if the others doubted Karl’s virility.

      “I was cursed by a witch.”

      Everyone eyed Karl as if he’d come down with the plague. Several of the men muttered prayers and crossed themselves. Others stepped back, making sure to remain a safe distance from Karl.

      Karl seemed to enjoy being the center of attention. I guessed it was a rarity. He took the drink and knocked it back, sputtering. “I didn’t know he was a witch when I bumped into him on the street. I tried to apologize. Then he called me a name, said he’d send me somewhere I belonged. He muttered something at me and waved his hands and told me I was a dead man walking.”

      He slapped the bar with more money, and I wondered if he meant to drink himself broke. “Gimme another round, Frederick,” he told the bartender. “One for the road.” He had a manic gleam in his eyes, and the cheer in his voice sounded forced.

      I realized Karl believed the curse, and it terrified him. He’d come here, to the speakeasy, so that even if he wasn’t really among true friends, he didn’t have to die alone.

      Frederick must have gotten the same hunch because he took the money and filled two large shots. If that didn’t put Karl out of his misery, it would certainly send him on his way feeling no pain.

      Karl raised the drinks, one in each hand. “Ein Prosit!” he shouted.

      Every man raised his drink. “Zicke, zacke, zicke, zacke, hoi, hoi, hoi!” the crowd answered. We all took a slug of our drinks, and Karl knocked his back one after the other.

      I stole a glance at Frederick, who was now watching Karl with concern rather than indulgent amusement. A flush came over Karl’s pale skin, and sweat beaded his forehead. He took a step away from the bar, wobbly but still functioning. His gaze fixed on the plain wooden boards of the ceiling, which held a horror only he could see.

      “I’m not gonna run. Come and get me, you bastard!” Karl raised a fist to the ceiling, more a cornered badger than a fainting possum.

      Both his hands went to his throat, and his eyes bulged as his face reddened. The speakeasy’s patrons scattered, cursing under their breath in German. I had no trouble making out what they said.

      “Die hexe!” The witch.

      Karl sank to his knees, fingers clawing at his neck, tearing at an invisible noose. I’d seen a man hanged once. I knew what was coming, the bloodshot eyes, swollen tongue, beet-red face. Karl’s tortured wheezes filled the basement, which had gone quiet in horrified silence.

      Then, as quickly as it began, Karl fell forward. Dead.

      Men made the sign of the cross or dug saints’ medallions from beneath their shirts with shaking hands and kissed the silver as they murmured half-remembered prayers.

      One word repeated, whispered through the room. Verhext. Cursed.

      “Lemme through! What’s everybody staring at? Oh, Christ—is he dead?” A thin, dark-haired man with a face like a weasel plowed through the crowd. He wore a striped shirt with dark pants and suspenders, and his glasses were perched on top of his head as if Karl’s death had interrupted doing ledgers.

      This, I gathered, was Abe Minker, the speakeasy’s owner.

      Minker turned to me. “You. You’re the new guy?”

      I nodded.

      Minker waved vaguely in Karl’s direction. “Get him out of here. I don’t care where—just not near here, get it?”

      I nodded and scooped Karl’s skinny body up knowing that whatever curse the witch had laid on him was no match for the protection of an Old God. The crowd parted around me as I carried the dead man up the stairs.

      I had only been in town a few hours, and now I needed to dump a body—preferably without getting caught by the cops. I thought about it for a minute and came up with a plan.

      It didn’t escape my notice that Karl wasn’t German. Neither was Abe Minker. Or me. The witch’s curse sounded like it was grounded more in Völkisch nationalism than in any flub of Karl’s since the comment about “sending him where he belonged” was ominous.

      Minker might be mobbed up enough to get a pass. Or maybe he collaborated with the right people. I’d seen that in my homeland, at the worst of times, when a few people sold out those like them to save their own necks. Maybe someone was willing to protect Minker because of the racket he ran—or the protection money he paid.

      But little guys like Karl died.

      That feeling that I was being watched swept over me again. I glanced over my shoulder but didn’t see anyone following.  My instincts were good even when I wasn’t drawing on Krukis’s magic, and I had learned to trust my gut. For a moment, I debated calling on Krukis’s power for protection. But I didn’t want to tip my hand, and once I summoned the magic of an ancient god, I might as well shoot up a flare to any witches in the area.

      I didn’t dare travel far, but the alley behind the speakeasy was dark, and I figured Minker probably had the beat cop on the payroll. I slung Karl over my shoulder and went up a block, then over, and picked a house at random, then slipped through the wooden gate into the small back yard.

      Mrs. Kemmner had told me the rooming house had an old outhouse at the back. I wagered other row homes did, too. Sure enough, a wooden privy sat next to the corner of the house. I opened the door, wincing as the hinge squeaked.

      “Sorry, Karl,” I muttered since he deserved more dignity than I’d be able to give him. I yanked his pants down, averting my eyes, sat the corpse up on the wooden seat, then shut the door.

      When someone found Karl, they’d think he snuck in to take a dump and died from a bad heart. Such things happened. My family in Hungary still talked about a great uncle who died relieving himself. Not as much as they talked about the uncle whose heart gave out while he was fucking a barmaid, but still, he was almost famous, as family legends went.

      I muttered in Hungarian. My deepest condolences didn’t seem like quite the right thing, but what do you say to a dead man with his pants around his ankles? I had no idea what faith, if any, Karl had. But I learned long ago that customs serve the living, not the dead. I had abandoned my Catholic upbringing the night I died on the riverbank in Homestead when the Christian god turned a deaf ear, and the Slavic god of blacksmiths heard my plea.

      I turned away from the outhouse and felt a foul chill slither over me, like cooled blood running down my spine. For a second, my heart stuttered, and I stumbled, straining for breath. It felt like I was dying all over again. My hand went to my chest as if I could claw through my ribs to get more air. I thought of West and Sarah, afraid I would let them down. I fell to one knee, and my head felt as if it would explode.

      Then unbidden, my patron’s power swept in to sustain me, like a wave rushing from the ocean. It sluiced away the dark magic, which receded as if it were powerless to do otherwise. I felt the malicious magic withdraw and wondered if Krukis followed up his protection with a warning—or worse. Gods can be territorial about their pet humans.

      I climbed to my feet as the headache receded and breathing came more easily. Fear still sent my heart jackrabbiting, a natural reaction, but no longer manipulated by someone with ill intent.

      “Thank you,” I said, turning my face up to the sky. Then I glanced around to make sure no one had seen me make the drop-off and slunk back to the speakeasy, keeping to the shadows.

      “You came back.” Frederick looked up when I tromped down the steps. Minker was nowhere to be seen. The crowd had thinned, not unusual since most people had work tomorrow. No one sat at the bar, although several card games were still going, and the dartboard remained popular.

      I shrugged. “Of course I came back. I need a job. You said you had barrels to move.” I decided not to mention the dark magic attack, since explaining how I survived would be awkward. The witch would probably try again, and I hoped that I’d be prepared to fight back.

      A slow grin spread across Frederick’s face like I had passed a test. “You’re alright,” he said.

      “I hope there’s extra for getting rid of a body? It should be more.”

      Frederick laughed. “You’ve got brass balls, don’t you? Tell you what—I’ll run you a tab, on the house.”

      I did not enlighten him, but my balls—like the rest of me—were steel, not brass.

      “Does that sort of thing happen often?” I asked as Frederick slid a glass of beer to me. This time, I did not sip. I downed it in one go, and thumped my chest, as expected.

      “Not from a hex,” Frederick replied. “Sometimes a bad heart, now and again a knife fight if someone doesn’t pay what’s owed.” He sounded like this was commonplace. “But the hexerei have grown bold. Best to avoid them.”

      “So…yes?”

      Frederick refilled my glass, figuring I’d earned my tab. He didn’t know the half of it. “More and more often,” he replied, glancing around. He dropped his voice so low that I probably couldn’t have caught his words without my god-enhanced hearing.

      “Started out one here and one there, but in the last couple of months, more like one a week. Lately, even more often. Like the witches are building up to something,” Frederick said. “And none of them German. Poles, Italians, Greeks, Jews, even a Romani guy. It worries me. Such things happened in the Old World. Here, we should do better.”

      Could the witch tell I was Hungarian? I had assumed the attack was connected to my mission with West and Sarah. Maybe I’d overestimated my attacker, and it was plain old hate-the-foreigner shit. Like we weren’t all foreigners here.

      Did that mean West and Sarah were in danger for not being German? Perhaps. I had no idea of their background, and it never occurred to me to ask. Since both of them enjoyed money and privilege, I had just assumed them to be German-English, as most of those at the top seemed to be. Still, I’d warn them, because they were my friends, and I had few enough of those.

      Krukis, please protect them. I think you’d like both of them, even West. They’ve got…attitude.

      I nodded like Frederick had shared great wisdom. “The barrels?” I asked again.

      Frederick wiped his hands on a towel and gestured for me to follow him. We went back up the steps and through the tiny, fenced backyard, a postage stamp of grass and concrete, with a shed at one end, large enough for a car or a wagon. I followed him into the shed, and he opened a trap door in the floor. His lantern revealed a ramp that extended into darkness.

      “There are tunnels under some of the homes, from a brewery that was here a long time ago. Not many people remember. Good place to store the beer,” he said, slapping me on the back. “There’s a door from the second room that connects, so we can take it in as we need it.”

      He left the lantern, and I followed him out to the alley where a man with a wagon waited. The horse nickered and snuffled, impatient. Frederick and the wagon driver and I made short work of the cargo, six barrels of beer and eight jugs of corn whiskey.

      When we’d emptied the wagon, Frederick paid the driver and me in cash. Not bad for a night’s work, even if it did involve stashing a body.

      I thanked Frederick, and the bartender told me to come back tomorrow if I didn’t mind being muscle to break up fights. I said I’d be there. The speakeasy seemed like a good place for information. I needed to find out more about the Free Society, as well as the Thule and the witches.

      West’s instincts were right. Something deadly was going on, and I wanted to find out what.

      To my surprise, Mrs. Kemmner was still rocking and knitting when I came in close to midnight. She wore a chintz apron tied over her housedress, with thick, wrinkled stockings and sensible black shoes. Her dark hair, shot through with gray, was rolled into a tight bun under a hair net. Her needles flew, and the light from the gas lamp glinted off her gold-rimmed glasses.

      “Did you get the job?” she asked, without looking up.

      “Yes. Thank you.” I hesitated. “My shoulder is sore. Is there a healer nearby?” I asked for a healer instead of a doctor because I was hoping for a referral to a braucher, a good witch. Like most folk-healers, I figured they depended on word of mouth since the authorities took a dim view.

      “There’s one up the street at 949,” Mrs. Kemmner said. “Thomas Zeigler. Tell him I sent you. He does good work.”

      “I can pay,” I said, in case she doubted.

      “That’s good. Sometimes, he’ll take a chicken or fresh-baked bread, if money is tight.”

      “I’ll go see him after breakfast. I hope he can help.” Mostly, I wanted to see what I could learn from him about witches since my deal with Krukis made my body self-healing. But I figured I could fake a few pulled muscles for a good cause.

      I bid her goodnight, wondering as I climbed the steps how late she stayed up, and what she did with the things she knitted. I didn’t ponder much, because I’d had a busy day. I undressed and then fell across my bed and let sleep take me.
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      The smell of sausage woke me. The rooming house where I stayed in Cleveland also included meals, and our landlady was a good cook. There was a seasoning in this sausage that smelled different, and I realized it was bratwurst, almost certainly locally made. That boded well, and I dressed quickly and washed my face, combing my dark hair to be presentable. Alcohol offered me no real respite, and I hadn’t desired a companion since my Agata died, but good food was the balm of immortality.

      “I didn’t know if you’d be up this early,” Mrs. Kemmner greeted me when I came to the table. The clock told me that it was after seven, and since no one else was at the table, I assumed that my fellow boarders had already left for work.

      “I’m not a heavy sleeper,” I said, settling myself at the table. A blue and white metal coffee pot sat on a trivet, next to a bowl of scrambled eggs, a plate of sausage links, and a loaf of homemade bread with butter. The strong, dark coffee had little effect on me now that I was immortal, but like alcohol, I drank it for the taste and the memory of who I used to be. I made a plate for myself, eating with gusto. Mrs. Kemmner looked on with approval.

      “This is real good,” I said with my mouth full. Her normally stern expression softened, and I wondered if she had sons my age—well, the age I appeared.

      “Eat up. It won’t keep. I already had all I want,” she told me, and then left me to finish as she went to the kitchen to do the dishes.

      I ate my fill and carried my plate out to the sink, as my mother trained me.

      “You’re a good boy,” she said, patting my arm with a hand laced with blue veins and liver spots. I wondered if I’d been right about her having grown sons and where they were. I hadn’t seen evidence of a Mr. Kemmner, and boarding houses tended to be widow’s work. I thanked her for the food, and she reminded me to pick up my bag lunch when I came back from the healer.

      On the way out, I paused in the living room. I hadn’t looked around yesterday. A photograph of a young man in a military uniform from the Great War sat on top of the black upright piano, and beside it, an older wedding picture that was probably Mrs. Kemmner’s. I suspected that both the husband and the son were dead.

      Outside, Reading bustled with people who were in a hurry to get to their destinations. The milkman’s wagon rolled by with a clink of bottles, and school children raced by, likely headed for class. The smell of bread meant either a bakery or hausfraus getting an early start on their chores. Underneath it all hung the smell of coal smoke and horse shit, and the cough drops from the factory.

      Making my way down the sidewalk reminded me of what a hermit I’d become when I didn’t have a case. I took my meals at the boarding house, where I had friends among the others who stayed there, and I drank at Ben’s speakeasy, but otherwise, I kept to myself with my books and my radio. A solitary widower’s life. Comfortable enough, I supposed, but quiet.

      Sometimes, too quiet.

      I pushed those thoughts from my mind, figuring that the anniversary of Agata’s passing accounted for my gloomy thoughts. I had a case to solve and a city’s secrets to uncover. That should certainly be enough to keep me from brooding, at least for a while.

      A brisk walk brought me to 949 North Ninth Street, a red-brick row home with a stained-glass transom window above the door. I rang the bell and waited on the steps. As I stood there, I felt the same prickle between my shoulder blades that I had felt before when the dark witch attacked me. Had I brought danger to the healer just by showing up?

      “Can I help you?” A man I guessed to be Dr. Zeigler opened the door. He wore a tweed jacket instead of a doctor’s coat, with a pince-nez perched on a hawk-like nose. The man was all sharp angles, gaunt with a prominent brow, high cheekbones, and a strong jaw. His clothing hung from his tall, square frame like a scarecrow. Zeigler had a melancholy look to him, and he smelled like Macassar oil and peppermint lozenges.

      “Mrs. Kemmner sent me,” I replied. “Sore shoulder.”

      “Come in.”

      I followed him into a home set up identically to the rooming house, only with an office instead of a front sitting room. It looked comfortable enough. Ziegler motioned for me to sit in a wooden chair and crossed his arms over his chest as he looked me up and down.

      “What seems to be the problem?”

      I made a show of raising my left arm as if the shoulder hurt. “I’ve done something to my shoulder. I was hoping you could fix it.”

      “You know that I’m a healer, not a doctor. I use traditional methods.”

      “Yes, she told me.”

      Ziegler walked over and laid his hand on my shoulder. He closed his eyes, concentrating, and then recoiled, snatching his hand back.

      “Who are you?” he asked, eyes wide and fearful. “You are gott beruhren.” God-touched.

      “I’m a friend,” I replied. “I came to Reading to protect the good witches. I came to you because you are a braucher. I’ll help you if you will help me.”

      “Help you, how?” He didn’t trust me. I didn’t blame him.

      “I saw a man die verhext last night. A friend of a friend was murdered for being a witch. I’ve been in town one day, and have already been warned about the hexerei. What I don’t have is the information to connect those dots. I believe you can help me. But will you?”

      Ziegler stared at me for a long time, and I wondered if he was using his abilities to decide whether not to believe me. Finally, he sighed and turned the sign on his door to “closed.”

      “Come into the kitchen. I will fix coffee, and then we talk.”

      I followed him through the next two rooms to the kitchen. Ziegler’s home was tidy and modest, and he didn’t make a show of his witchy abilities. Still, I knew what to look for—the bunches of dried plants, the protective “hex” signs, the smell of sage.

      In the kitchen, he took a pot off the warming grate of the old coal stove and poured two cups of coffee. I knew before I smelled it that the brew would be dark, sharp, and bitter, even with sugar. I drank it anyhow, to show trust.

      “I’m afraid I’ve put you in danger by coming here,” I said.

      He looked up, surprised. “How so?”

      “I was attacked by a dark power last night. That god-touch you felt saved me.”

      Ziegler raised his eyebrow. “Do you know who attacked you? Or why?”

      I shook my head. “Maybe he knew why I came here. Or maybe he realized I’m not really German. Like the others who died.”

      The healer ran a hand back through his hair. “I’ve heard.” I thought he looked guilty—or maybe, ashamed.

      “I’ve heard talk, around the neighborhood. Ugly things, like back over there, before the War.” He looked haunted, and I wondered what had made him choose to come here. We all had our stories, none of them happy. “I don’t wish to see those things happen here.”

      Ziegler’s shaken appearance made me think he had lost something precious to that hatred. “How much do you know about the hexeglaawe?” he asked after a moment when he had collected himself.

      I recognized the word. It roughly translated as “witch beliefs.” “Some. Obviously not enough.”

      “The hexerei have grown stronger lately,” Ziegler said. “They may be organizing. I’ve heard stories about a secret society of armanenschaft, occult priests who translate sacred mysteries, and cipher manuscripts.”

      “Secret societies like the Free Society?”

      Ziegler looked as if he were debating with himself on how much to say. “And the Order of the Golden Dawn. Those groups date back into the end of the last century. Always they have been about denying that some people were German enough to belong, or that they were even human.”

      He licked his lips nervously. “Some groups drew the working people, but others attracted the most powerful and wealthy, who liked excluding those they considered to be inferior. Be careful, my friend.”

      I knew that, better than most. “That’s why I look out for the ones who need help.”

      Ziegler gave me another long appraisal, and I wondered what he saw. I wondered, but I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know. I had my own darkness, and plenty of blood stained my hands. I told myself I fought for the people who couldn’t, the champion of a god who watched out for the regular folks, but in the hour of the wolf I knew that some of those deeds had cast a shadow on my soul.

      “Did you know the healer of Rehmeyer’s Hollow?”

      “We crossed paths. When he died, powerful relics were taken from his house. Some of those relics enhance magic. Others bind dark powers.”

      “If you had to guess who killed him—”

      “Look to the Völkisch groups. Some of them wish to see the dark gods rise again.”

      I felt a prickle on the back of my neck. “Any particular dark gods?”

      Ziegler’s worry showed in his eyes. “Veles, god of the underworld.”

      Holy shit. It would be an understatement to say that Veles did not get along well with my patron, Krukis.

      “I have had dreams,” Ziegler went on. “Of a black spot on the mountain. Then the sun turns black, and there are monsters in the deep places.”

      “Does any of that mean anything to you? It sounds bad, but it’s also not very specific.”

      He shook his head. “No. My dreams are true sendings, but they are often riddles or filled with symbols. I saw a skull with crossed bones and a strange drawing of the sun.”

      “Can you show me what you saw?”

      Ziegler reached for a pad and pencil, and drew me a wheel within a wheel, with crooked spokes like lightning bolts. I had never seen anything like it.

      “Is it familiar to you?” I asked.

      “No. But deep in my belly, I fear it.” He paused. “I have something to show you—and a gift that may help.”

      He left me in the kitchen and walked into one of the other rooms, then returned carrying a piece of parchment and a fountain pen. Ziegler slid the parchment toward me and made a mark at the bottom with the fountain pen.

      “This is a himmelsbrief,” he told me.

      I spoke German better than I read it, and the old-fashioned fraktur lettering on the document made it all the harder. Heavy strokes of ink and florid embellishments gave the yellowed parchment a medieval appearance. “A ‘heaven letter’?”

      “It holds divine protection,” Ziegler told me. “It will protect you from evil and misfortune, and enable you to speak with the dead.”

      I had been about to object since I already had divine protection of another sort, but I shut my mouth because my deal with Krukis didn’t do squat to help me talk to ghosts. That sounded like it might come in handy.

      “What’s the catch?” Magical items always came with a price. Best to know that up front.

      “You must defend those who cannot defend themselves,” he replied. I did my best to live up to that, and it was what Krukis required of me for our deal.

      “I accept.”

      He folded the letter and handed it to me with a solemn expression. I felt like one of the knights of old, receiving a writ from the king.

      “Be careful,” Ziegler said. “I believe that most of our neighbors are good people. But the darkness is spreading, and sometimes even good people can be led astray.”

      “What about you? If they went after one healer, what’s to keep them from coming after you?” I asked.

      “I have wardings. Protections. I trust in magic—but I also carry a gun.”

      “Smart man. Thank you. If you need me, I’m down at Kemmner’s boarding house.”

      He saw me out, and I found the sunny day did not lift my spirits. The speakeasy didn’t need me until evening, and I had no reason to hurry back to the boarding house except to pick up my bag lunch, so I took a walk down to Penn’s Commons, admiring the fountain and the statue of a large stag, and doing my best to appreciate the green open space as I ate my sandwich and apple, giving the City Jail a wide berth.

      I didn’t see anyone following me, and at the moment, I didn’t feel a dark presence. But I still sensed that I had drawn the attention of something, or someone, not mortal. Intuition told me to seek it out, and I found myself drawn toward the far end of the park, toward Hill Road.

      As I drew closer, I felt the weight of the himmelsbrief in my pocket as if it grew heavier with each step. When I reached the corner, the parchment felt leaden. The air around me grew cold, and a shudder went through me. An unassuming plaque, hidden off to the side, confirmed my suspicions. This was the potter’s field, the burying place for the poor, condemned, and unlucky.

      Their justice was long-overdue, but those who wronged the dead had passed beyond the reach of mortal vengeance.

      Unless…the forces that I had come to Reading to contain also had a hand in the misfortune of the unnamed dead?

      Dr. Ziegler had said that the Völkisch groups like The Order and the Free Society attracted people from every class—including those in powerful positions. In Reading, that had to include the men who ran the railroad—and owned the coal and iron mines.

      That gave me an idea. I intended to come back here to the pauper’s cemetery, once I had my questions ready for the dead. But I needed to go somewhere else first. Seventh and Elm, the site of the Reading Railroad Massacre.

      It took me a bit to find the spot. Roads had been moved and renamed in the fifty years since the tragedy, and I wondered if that was, in part, to keep the place where the men died from becoming a shrine, to erase the memory of those who were killed. My feet seemed to know the way, and when I followed my instinct, the odd document in my pocket felt lighter.

      The railroad’s treatment of its striking workers had been so bad that not only did civilians join in fray on the side of the strikers, but one regiment of the state militia threw down their weapons and refused to act against the workers. That was when the railroad company brought in its private security goons, and things went from bad to worse.

      Gooseflesh raised on my arms, and a cold wind rose from nowhere, mussing my hair and tugging at my clothing. There wasn’t much left now except for a narrow cut between two high stone walls that allowed the tracks to run beneath the cross street.

      I could smell the gunpowder and blood, and see the smoke rise in the air. Men shouted and cried out, jeered and cursed. Different voices, different accents, but not so far removed from those memories of my last breaths fifteen years later, on a different slope.

      That’s when I realized I wasn’t just imagining the view of the massacre, or reliving my final moments in Homestead. The magic of the himmelsbrief showed me the tragedy as it unfolded, or perhaps made it possible for me to see through the eyes of the dead.

      I heard voices all around me.

      “—monsters in the mines.”

      “—couldn’t command us, so they brought hell spawn from the depths.”

      “—summon the power of hell, and call forth the Vril-ya.”

      I staggered, putting my hands to my ears. The voices went silent, and I stumbled to the side of the embankment, well away from the tracks, to catch my breath and still my pounding heart. Despite Krukis’s gift, I knew that I had—would always have—what the soldiers from the Great War called “shell shock” or “soldier’s heart” from the horror of my death. Those memories haunted my dreams, made me flinch, and sent my heart pounding from loud noises, or doused me in cold sweats.

      What I had just experienced was not the wrestling of my damaged mind to come to grips with my violent death. I knew what I had heard was real, the ghosts of the massacre trying to stop a new and perhaps even worse calamity from befalling their hardworking brethren.

      My hands shook, my shoulders heaved as I struggled to regain control, and I knew if a policeman were to find me at this moment, he would be certain I was drunk. After a bit, I steadied, though inside, I felt shaken to my core.

      “Thank you,” I murmured. “Danke.” I gathered my wits and headed back toward the rooming house, wondering if I would encounter other spirits along the way.

      Fortunately, no more messengers from the restless dead accosted me. I closed the door of the boarding house behind me and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Mr. Mack? Is that you?” Mrs. Kemmner had left her rocker, although her knitting project remained on the seat, awaiting her return. She bustled in from the kitchen.

      “Did Dr. Ziegler help?” she asked, peering at me over her spectacles.

      “He was very helpful. Thank you,” I said, which was the truth so long as I didn’t mention my shoulder.

      “There’s a note for you.” She pointed to a sealed envelope lying on top of the piano. “A man dropped it by earlier.”

      I thanked her, and she headed back to the kitchen. The handwriting on the envelope was West’s, and I wondered for a second if Mrs. Kemmner was the sort to steam open the seal in search of juicy gossip, but I saw no signs of tampering.

      
        
        Joe. New developments on the job. Meet me by the fountain in the park at six tonight. Watch your back. —W

        

      

      I checked the clock on the mantle. My meandering had used up a good bit of the afternoon, but I still had a couple of hours to clean up and eat dinner before I went to meet West and then headed back to the speakeasy. Mrs. Kemmner had the radio playing. First a spirited march, then a lively polka. Despite everything, the music made me smile. No matter how the world changed, I knew that polka would never die.

      I debated taking a rest and decided against it. Thanks to the Gift, I don’t require much sleep and can go without it longer than if I were mortal. I’ve never tried seeing just how long I could do without, and I hope I never have to find out the hard way.

      When I came back downstairs, Mrs. Kemmner had placed a large pot of ham, beans, and potatoes in the middle of the table, along with a loaf of homemade bread, plenty of butter, and bowls, so the lodgers could serve themselves.

      Two other men, my fellow lodgers, were already at the table, ladling out ample portions. I found a seat and saw that Mrs. Kemmner was busy in the kitchen. Given the gusto with which my companions attacked the food, I feared she might not get some if she waited.

      “Can I make a bowl for you?” I called to her. She turned, startled, and then beamed at me.

      “That’s very kind. I would appreciate that. Thank you.”

      The other men gave me a look, and I shrugged. I wasn’t trying to win favor. My mother raised me to be polite; God rest her soul.

      I filled a bowl for Mrs. Kemmner and grabbed a couple of pieces of bread as well, which I set next to her place, then did the same for myself. It was a good thing that I served her first because the ladle scraped the bottom of the pot by the time I was finished.

      “You’re the new guy,” the man across the table and to my left said. He had reddish-blond hair and a square jaw. Broad shoulders and calloused hands told me he had done plenty of hard labor in his life.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I replied, digging in to my food before it cooled.

      “Where’re you from?” The man across and to my right spoke through the mouthful of bread that puffed out his cheek like a squirrel. He had short black hair and a dark five o’clock shadow.

      “Here and there,” I said off-handedly. “Pittsburgh, Cleveland. Thought I’d come east and see how I liked it.”

      “Ain’t never been out west,” the dark-haired man said as if Cleveland was a land of cowboys and tumbleweeds. “Is it different?”

      “The buildings are newer,” I replied with a shrug. “People are people wherever they are.”

      As the blond ate, the sleeve of his shirt rode up, and I saw a mark like two lightning bolts on the inside of his forearm. The only men I’d met who had tattoos were sailors or criminals. I wondered which he was and decided to keep a close eye on my belongings.

      “So where are you really from?” the blond asked. “You know, before America.”

      “A little village on the German side of the border with Austria,” I replied. That was part of the cover story West and I had created.

      “You don’t sound German.”

      I shrugged. “I moved a lot.” I managed a smile that I hoped made me look friendly but a bit dim-witted. “So, how about you?”

      “I came from Düsseldorf,” the blond said. He jerked his head toward his companion. “He’s from Berlin.”

      “Big cities,” I said. “Must have been interesting.”

      “Polluted,” the blond replied. “Full of people who shouldn’t have been there.”

      “The same,” the dark-haired man added. “Vagrants and wastrels.”

      “That’s too bad.” I tried not to sound interested. These two might be the connection I needed to the groups I’d need to investigate.

      “Have you read Der Wehrwolf?” Blondie asked. I remembered West mentioning the book that had caused trouble in Germany.

      “What’s that? A potboiler?” I asked, wanting to see what they’d say.

      “A cautionary tale,” the dark-haired man said. “A warning about protecting what’s ours from thieves and bandits. In the book, a man builds an army to protect his fortress.” He glanced at his companion. “That’s what we mean to create. An army to protect our folk. The Alliance of the Wehrwolf.”

      I understood enough German to realize from the way he said the word that he didn’t mean creatures that changed in the full moon, monsters I knew to be real. He meant war-wolf, defender-wolf. He was a goddamn tree-pisser, marking his territory.

      I plastered on a smile that I hope covered my thoughts. These two were dangerously crazy.

      “You look like a man who believes in hard work,” Blondie said.

      “I do what needs to be done,” I replied.

      “If you’re interested in finding people who feel the same way, there’s a meeting tomorrow night at the old Highland House hotel, up on Neversink Mountain,” the blond man added. “I’m Jakob. Just tell the man at the door I invited you. Not everyone is welcome.”

      “And I’m Hans,” the dark-haired man said.

      “Joe,” I answered. We were busy with food, so we did not shake hands. That was fine with me, because if they were the sort I suspected them to be—the sort I had come to Reading to find—I did not want to be their friend.

      “Thanks for the invitation,” I said. “What time?”

      “Nine o’clock,” Jakob replied. “You’ll find out what the Free Society is all about, and how you can make a difference. There are a lot of us. You’ll fit right in.”

      I smiled, pretending that I didn’t answer because my mouth was full. Mrs. Kemmner had finished her meal and gone to the kitchen. I wondered if she was trying to get the dishes done so she could go back to her knitting, or if perhaps she didn’t like her other two boarders.

      Jakob and Hans finished eating and said good night, leaving their dishes on the table. I sopped up bits on my plate with a piece of bread and finished with one of the sugar cookies from a platter in the center of the table. Then I gathered up all of the plates and silverware and carried them out to the kitchen.

      “Ach, Joe. You are a good boy.”

      It bothered me that she seemed so surprised at such a simple kindness. I wondered how long she had been widowed and whether she was alone in the world. I helped to clear the table when Agata cooked for us, and I made sure our son Patryk helped as well. My mother had always told me that being poor did not excuse a dirty face or bad manners.

      “It’s nothing,” I replied. She looked careworn, and I knew that running this house must be hard on her.

      “It is something,” She turned and looked at me like a worried mother. “Be careful around those men, Joe. Don’t let them lead you astray.”

      My first inclination was to joke about it, but her concern silenced me. “You’re more worried about their folk club than the moonshiners or the gangs?” I asked, genuinely interested in her answer.

      She didn’t look at me as she spoke, just kept doing the dishes. “I can’t speak for all the gangs, but the Eighth Streeters aren’t bad boys. They keep the riff-raff out of the neighborhood, and they look out for each other. Not enough jobs for young men these days. As for the moonshiners, there have always been whiskey-makers in these parts, law or no law. It’s an honest profession, even if the government doesn’t agree.”

      “But…”

      She shrugged as if she didn’t care, but her movements in the dishpan had grown jerky and quick, a sign that something had upset her. “This is a big country. Room enough for everyone. As it should be. My Johan and I, we came here because in Germany, our neighbors said we should not marry. He went to one church; I went to another. Same God, so who cares about the building? He was Polish. I am German. They said, ‘stick to your own kind.’ I asked them, ‘What kind is that? Human?’ But they would not leave us be. So we came here. Where we can all live together. I don’t want that to change.”

      I’d already decided that Hans and Jakob were going to have to go. I didn’t want them showing disrespect to Mrs. Kemmner. Now, I suspected that they made her feel unsafe or brought back troubling memories. So they would have to go even sooner, and I would not be gentle.

      “I’ll be careful,” I promised. I didn’t dare tell her more without the possibility of being overheard. It both bothered me and warmed me that she worried. No one had been concerned like that for me in a long time. West and Sarah had my back, and we were friends. But my mother was many long years in her grave. Despite everything, I had never outgrown liking a bit of mothering, now and then.

      “Don’t you have work?” she asked, changing the subject. I took that as my cue to leave.

      “Soon. Thank you again for such a good dinner.” Providing a meal was part of my rent. Making it a good meal worth eating was a benefit, not a requirement.

      I needed to meet up with West before I went to the speakeasy. Since I’d already changed clothing, I just went back to my room for my gun and knife, and my jacket with a few “extras” in the pockets.

      I had plenty to tell West and lots of questions. I only hoped that he and Sarah had discovered some answers because I couldn’t shake the feeling that things were likely to get ugly real soon.
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      West sat on a park bench near the fountain in Penn’s Commons. Instead of his usual suit and hat, West wore a canvas jacket over wool pants and a cabbie hat. I suppose that was so he didn’t look out of place talking to the likes of me. I sat down on the other end of the bench, close enough to hear him but with enough distance that people would not think we were together.

      “How are things?” West asked. “You get settled in okay?”

      “The rooming house is good. I like the landlady.” I gave him a quick rundown of my conversation with Dr. Ziegler and the unexpected invitation from Jakob and Hans. I left out ditching poor, dead Karl in the outhouse, but I did fill West in on the hexing and what had gone on at the speakeasy.

      “Damn, you move fast. Good work,” West replied.

      I appreciated the praise, although part of me wanted to remind West that I didn’t work for him. “How about you?”

      “Learned a bit more about some of the dangerous Völkisch groups,” West said, staring out at the fountain as if we were discussing the weather. “The Order of the Golden Dawn started at the end of the last century, dedicated to occult practices. Some of its members overlapped with the Thule, another Völkisch occult society, with some troubling political ties.”

      “And the Free Society?”

      “That would be the Free Society of Teutonia. Started as a drinking club,” West said.

      “Really? And they are dangerous, why?”

      He shrugged. “I guess they started talking politics with their beer and got taken over by some of the hotheads who don’t like the treaty from the last war, hate the Bolsheviks, and aren’t keen on a lot of other people, either.”

      “Sounds like the kind of group that would attract guys like Hans and Jakob,” I said. “But not the sort to win over the swells.”

      “No, that’s The Order and for the inner circle, the Thule,” West agreed. “I’m nearly certain that the president of Reading Railroad during the massacre was an Order member. Same with the next railroad president, who cut wages and caused the Great Railroad Strike of 1922.”

      “What about the current president?”

      “Odds are good he’s also a member. Maybe we’ll find out when we go to the event. If the dark magic we’re looking for goes all the way to the top, then there’s something in it for them, or they wouldn’t bother,” West said. “So if the workingmen think they’re going to throw off the shackles of their oppressors, what are the oppressors expecting?”

      “That’s a good question. Maybe someone is playing both ends against the middle,” I mused.

      “Almost certainly,” West agreed. “And while you’re cozying up to those two rough chaps, keep your eyes open. There are some symbols to look for. The wolfsangel looks like two lightning bolts or two of the letter ‘S’ drawn with sharp angles.”

      “Ah,” I replied. “Hans had that tattooed on his forearm.” Well, that decided my earlier question. Definitely criminal, if he held with the likes of the Free Society.

      “There’s also the totenkopf—a skull and crossbones. And the sonnenrad, a wheel within a wheel with wolfsangels as the spokes.”

      “The braucher I went to see had a vision with the skull symbol and the wheel,” I told him. “He didn’t know what they meant, but he was frightened of them.”

      “Interesting. Keep your eyes open when you go to that gathering they invited you to—and for god’s sake, Joe, watch your back.”

      “What are you and Sarah doing?” I asked.

      “Hobnobbing with people we have reason to think are part of The Order. A mesmerist by the name of Erik Jan Hanussen has been taking Washington D.C. and Harrisburg by storm with his performances, and he came to Reading for a special event. We managed to finagle an invitation. Hanussen is hip-deep in dark magic, and he’s got dodgy friends back in Germany. I’m nearly certain he’s hexerei.”

      “So what do you need from me?” I asked. A glance at my watch told me I’d need to head to the speakeasy soon for my night as a bouncer.

      “Sarah and I are going to a fancy reception up at the Pagoda on Mount Penn day after tomorrow. Hanussen is going to be the guest of honor. Sarah’s already put the touch on her Harringworth Coal friends for the inside dirt on the railroad presidents.”

      “Dr. Ziegler told me that some of the Völkisch groups with all of their ritual and falderal also gave honor to the old gods. The really old gods,” I added. “Veles’s name came up. One of his many titles is God of the Underworld. And in case you were wondering, he and Krukis, my patron, don’t get along.”

      West rolled his eyes. “It figures. How much of a problem is this going to be?”

      “I’d say if anything, it makes Krukis more invested in our outcome since I imagine he’d enjoy thwarting whatever Veles is doing,” I said. I didn’t mention my vision on the train. As much as I valued my connection to Krukis, I didn’t enjoy feeling like a freak around other humans.

      “Pissing matches between ancient gods isn’t in my field manual,” West replied. “So that’s for you to deal with.”

      “Thanks.”

      “There’s another piece to this,” West continued as if he hadn’t heard me. “At the top of the Pagoda is a bell the builder brought over from Japan. And etched onto the bell is a prophecy, supposedly about the end times.”

      “Sarah’s going after the bell, isn’t she?”

      West grinned. “Got it in one. I was hoping you’d be our driver if you can get off from the bar. That way we have backup, and you’ve got a chance to observe without being seen.”

      “Because I’ll be part of the help, and the help are invisible.”

      West had the good grace to at least look chagrined. “Yeah.”

      We’d used that unpleasant truth to our advantage before. Rich people didn’t look at the servants, didn’t deal with them as individuals aside from the head butler or housekeeper. That made it easy to infiltrate a household or an event. And since they tended to forget the help were around, conversations took place that shouldn’t have, making information easy to glean.

      “All right. I assume you and Sarah will see to getting me proper clothes?” Sarah especially enjoyed dressing me up.

      She kept a tux that was custom made for me at her townhouse, for times when she needed a bodyguard. If I remembered right, she also had a black suit that cost more than I was likely to earn in a year, and a chauffeur’s livery, complete with cap. West spent his salary on his flashy Buick and natty clothes. That was out of my league, but I had to admit to preening a bit when Sarah kitted me out like an organ grinder’s monkey.

      “I think she brought a trunk just for you,” West observed drily. “It’s a good thing she’s a heavy tipper because that poor bellman earned his pay just bringing all her bags from the train station.”

      I knew for a fact that West didn’t travel light unless he was undercover as a blue-collar sort. I’d seen his steamer trunk, although he’d had the good sense not to ask me to carry it for him.

      I glanced over at West and realized he had a book next to him. “What are you pretending to read?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Not pretending. I had time to kill before you got here. HP Lovecraft. An odd, fabulistic horror tale, with creatures from the depths.”

      “From the depths, huh? That’s Veles’s realm, you know. And the mines in these parts go very deep,” I replied.

      West looked startled. “You think there’s a grain of truth to the stories?”

      “Don’t know. Haven’t read them. It just seems like an odd coincidence with everything we’re dealing with. How did you pick that book to read now?”

      West regarded the novel warily. “Someone left it behind in my train car. I wasn’t tired and found it. After I started reading, I couldn’t sleep for a whole different set of reasons.”

      “That good, huh?” It took a lot for a mere book to spook a guy like West. “It is horror,” I added, letting him off the hook, just a little. Nightmares were nothing to trifle with. I didn’t know much about West’s history, other than that he’d been in the War, and seen some bloody shootouts against the Mob. We all had our ghosts.

      “You think someone left it there for me?” he asked. “That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

      “I told you what I heard the ghosts say, at the underpass. Monsters from the mines. Hell spawn from the depths. Vril-ya.”

      “I have no idea what that last word even means.”

      “Neither do I, but it must mean something,” I countered.

      “All right,” West relented. “I’ll see if I can read through to the end tonight. It counts as work if it’s for a case, right?” he added with a lopsided grin.

      “I’ll see you in the alley behind the Hotel Berkshire Saturday night. Right now, I need to get to work. Wouldn’t want to lose my job when I just started.”

      The night at the speakeasy under Izzy’s Market proved quiet. Maybe talk had spread about poor Karl dropping over dead, but since it wasn’t the first hex in the neighborhood, I doubted that would slow down the regulars’ thirst for beer, camaraderie, and illegal betting.

      Now that I had my bearings, it didn’t take much to pick up on what was going on. Bathtub gin, bootleg beer, and homemade corn whiskey kept the bar busy. In addition to the wagers on poker games and darts, the clerk at the market’s register took bets on horse races and baseball. Fancy girls circulated through the bar late in the evening and left with the most unlikely partners, which told me cash had changed hands. Abe Minker was running his own underground empire, putting Capone to shame. The guy had balls; I’d give him that.

      Perhaps my looming presence kept troublemakers in line. West always told me that I was goddamn intimidating. I thought he just didn’t like anyone taller than he was.

      Whatever the cause, troublemakers went elsewhere, and the regulars were on good behavior. Since I knew more now than I had the first night, I also picked up on little things I’d missed before. Several patrons had the wolfsangel lightning bolt tattoo. I spotted a few of the black sun sonnenrad marks as well. None of the skull and crossbones, at least not where anyone could see, but that symbol might raise talk. The other designs seemed artistic and could easily be passed off as just an interesting pattern.

      I thought maybe Hans or Jakob might be among the speakeasy’s customers, but they didn’t show up during my shift. Frederick poured me a beer since Minker didn’t come out of his office and I clearly wasn’t even tipsy.

      “Nice job, moving Karl the other night,” Frederick said, with a glance over his shoulder. The men at the bar were deep in conversation, unlikely to overhear. “There was a bit of a stir yesterday morning when some hausfrau went out to the outhouse and found someone already there!” He slapped me on the shoulder in good-natured camaraderie. “Pays to be able to think on your feet.”

      As I studied the crowd, I realized that none of them had the look of miners. Factory workers, perhaps railroad men, and common laborers, yes. But not miners.

      I had worked among men from the mines too long to not know their type. Always a little hunched, to fit in small spaces. Strong arms from swinging a pickaxe, but not usually big men. Men my size wouldn’t fit comfortably in tight tunnels or have room to maneuver. Short, wiry fellows and half-grown boys did better in those places.

      And then there was the coal dust. No matter how much a man scrubbed, dark grains always remained beneath fingernails, in the creases of the neck, in hair. The shadow of the mines never left a man, and the dust that didn’t mark him on the outside laid its claim in his lungs and the unmistakable drag and rattle of a miner’s cough.

      “Doesn’t look like you get many miners through here,” I noted.

      Frederick shrugged. “We’re not close to the active mines. The ones under the city closed up a long time ago.”

      I glanced toward the back, where I’d seen Minker down a hallway. “The boss doesn’t hang around much out here.”

      “Doesn’t need to. That’s what he has me for—and I have you,” the bartender replied with a grin.

      “Do the hexes worry him?” I said it off-handed like it would worry anyone.

      “The boss is a smart man,” Frederick said, dropping his voice. “He knows how to take precautions. Old magic. Strong stuff.”

      A guy like Minker could pay off the cops and the politicians and even the Mob. But if he intended to stay safe with the Free Society nosing around, I hoped he had a powerful witch on his side.

      “I heard some guys got roughed up a couple of blocks over.” That’s what I’d gathered from the gossip I overheard on my walk. Two men had been arguing over whether the ones who got hurt deserved it, or whether it was a warning to those who “didn’t belong.”

      Frederick grimaced and turned away as if I’d hit a nerve. “That sort of thing has gotten worse lately. There are always people who make it their business to decide who belongs and who doesn’t.” His disgusted tone made his position clear. “The Boss can take care of himself. Watch yourself, Joe. You’re not from around here. We had some guys in here tonight who might be trouble.”

      “The wrist tattoos?” I asked, going with a hunch.

      Frederick nodded, worried. “Yeah. Usually means they run with a bad crowd. The Boss makes it a point to serve everyone. I heard those guys talking. Didn’t like what they said. I’m worried that they might start taking it on themselves to run off the customers who aren’t ‘German enough’ to suit them.”

      I snorted, like I found the idea preposterous when in reality, I’d suspected as much. West had warned me about the wehrwolves—ruffians who made it their business to “protect” their fortress by running off outsiders, like in that stupid book. Hans and Jakob had proven that the threat was real. “I’m happy to show that sort to the door—the hard way. Just give the word.”

      Frederick rubbed his temples as if staving off a headache. “Hard to know what to do. If we get rough with them, they might try to bust the place up or burn it down.”

      I met his gaze. “Not if I’m rough enough. It’s never bothered me to take out the trash.”

      Frederick’s eyes narrowed, understanding. “Hope it doesn’t come to that, but thanks. Glad you’re here.”

      “I’m glad for the job. You need me to move more barrels?”

      Frederick had mentioned old tunnels when we moved the barrels last night. I intended to pay close attention when I went down there the next time to see what might lurk in the abandoned stretches.

      “Not tonight, but come back in the morning, and there’ll be produce to unload,” he told me. I collected my pay for the night and headed back to the rooming house since it was already past midnight.

      Tomorrow night I had the gathering on Neversink Mountain, and on Saturday, I’d be playing driver for West and Sarah. My dance card was full, a rarity for me. I wondered how long the meeting would take, and whether exploring in the tunnels afterward might be a good idea. Being undercover made me edgy because it didn’t take much for lies to unravel. The sooner we got what we came for and left, the more likely we’d be to survive.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, I got an early start on investigating. Since I couldn’t ask the living the questions I needed to answer, I figured I would take my chances with the dead. With the “heaven letter” safely in my pocket, I ambled down to the potter’s field in Penn’s Commons, trying to look like I was just out for a stroll.

      I didn’t quite know how the document’s magic worked, exactly, and I didn’t want to walk around talking to myself. Could ghosts read minds? I thought my question and hoped it was “loud” enough to reach the dead.

      Were you miners? Did you see monsters in the deep places? Were the mines verhext?

      I had been warm in the sun, but now a chill swept over me. The breeze suddenly picked up, cold and damp. When I looked back over the lawn of unmarked graves, three ghosts had answered my call.

      Glancing around, I realized that we were alone on this end of the park. Most people were at work, and perhaps the ghosts had their own ways of making sure we were not disturbed.

      The spirits were dressed for the hard work of the mines, but their outdated clothing suggested they had been dead a long time.

      I saw them just before I died. The speaker was a child’s ghost, probably no more than eight or nine years old. Such young workers were common back in the day. I got sent down to the lower levels in the Eckert mine, to carry a message. Got turned around, went the wrong way. Something grabbed me, pulled me into the old tunnels. The monsters got me.

      What did they look like? I questioned silently.

      Not like people, one of the other ghosts replied. He might have been a teenager, still far too young for the backbreaking work of mining. They were as long as a man, but gray and stretched-looking, and they can walk like us, but they can cling to the walls and ceiling too, like a lizard. And they’re fast.

      Damned if that image didn’t make my skin crawl. Did they…eat you? The three ghosts hadn’t appeared with their death wounds, for which I was grateful.

      Not with teeth. The third miner’s ghost seemed to be the oldest of the three, and he looked ready to defend the younger boys if need be, although the dead were beyond the reach of all but the darkest magic.

      How? I asked, and found myself holding my breath.

      They touched my skin, and the life drained out of me, the youngest said, and the second ghost nodded in agreement.

      Did the…creatures…do any work in the mine? Did they help the overseers? I couldn’t imagine what benefit anyone might see in monsters that could suck the life from a person with their touch.

      They could make tunnels without digging. Sometimes, we’d break through a wall with our picks and find tunnels already there. But the walls were smooth, not like ours, the third ghost said.

      Sometimes they’d move a whole cart from one place to another, the middle spirit added. It would just be somewhere else in the morning, but no one had done it.

      Did the creatures ever leave the mine? I felt my stomach tighten with the thought of those beings loose in the world.

      The last day…we smuggled a braucher in with us, the third ghost said. We feared the creatures, and we’d heard the overseers talking about how if they could be tamed, just a few could do the work of a hundred men. They didn’t care that the monsters killed our friends. We had to stop them.

      “How?” I forgot myself and spoke the question aloud.

      The witch read from a book that could seal the spirits of the earth. Then we set off dynamite in the lowest tunnels. Broke the lift and caved in the oldest part of the mine. Some of us died there, the third ghost added.

      “When?” I whispered, not used to hearing other voices in my head.

      The year of our Lord 1828, the year the mine closed, the oldest of the ghosts replied.

      Despite my extra abilities and the magic that the himmelsbrief conveyed, talking with the spirits left me drained and made my head throb. Whatever questions remained would have to wait for another day.

      Thank you, I told them. I wish you peace.

      The gray things are still in the deep places, the second ghost warned. Don’t let them out.

      With that, the three ghosts wavered and vanished.

      I made my way to a bench in the shade and sat down, rubbing my temples to ease the ache in my head. Whatever prowled deep beneath the city could not be allowed to get free. Why either the Völkisch groups or the robber barons thought that any benefit they might get from those gray monsters outweighed the risk otherwise escaped me.

      When the headache throttled down to a dull roar, I walked to the speakeasy. Frederick had wagons of a different sort for me to unload, this time for the market. Instead of barrels of beer, I hefted cases of rutabagas, cabbages, and potatoes, but they paid me for my work, and Frederick told me he would need me late that night at the bar.

      That gave me an excuse to leave the meeting on Neversink Mountain early, in case I needed an out.

      To my relief, Hans and Jakob did not expect me to go to the meeting with them. I didn’t trust them and preferred to find my own way there and back. I debated whether or not to take my Colt, unsure whether I’d be patted down. My abilities from Krukis were formidable but required being up close and personal, where a gun offered the chance to dispatch enemies at a distance. In the end, I erred on the side of caution and stuck the Colt in my waistband, just in case.

      I also made certain that the himmelsbrief stayed in a hidden inner pocket of my jacket. Ziegler believed it offered protection, and I’d seen its effect on ghosts. I wanted all the advantages I could get.

      The meeting location was in an abandoned hotel, which didn’t bode well. Fifteen years ago, Neversink Mountain had been a tourist destination with big lodges and luxury hotels that catered to a well-to-do crowd. A series of questionable fires destroyed some of the most famous lodges, the Centennial Springs Hotel became a sanitarium, and the Highland Hotel, our gathering spot for tonight, sat empty since then. Even the gravity railroad that once ferried guests to the mountain top hotels and made a circuit of the summit struggled to remain in use.

      I paid my fare and watched as the city gradually receded beneath the railroad car. The steep slant of the track meant that the car jutted out, providing a spectacular view. The lights made a pretty pattern, and I could spot some of the tall buildings downtown. Ahead of me, the darkness of the mountaintop loomed, far less reassuring.

      No good reason existed to meet in the ruins, not for any regular organization. That just fed my concern that this was one of those Völkisch groups that did not want to draw attention to itself. Which was exactly what I came to Reading to investigate. But it also reminded me that I meant to betray any secrets entrusted to me by the group and its members, so I’d need to be very careful. I believed Krukis when he told me I would be immortal, but I didn’t want to put that promise to the test.

      The platform at the top of the incline looked deserted and in disrepair. My heart raced, and I wondered if Hans and Jakob had lured me into a trap. Yet I had done nothing to give myself away, and I realized that scenario was unlikely. I went nowhere without a candle and matches in my pocket, just in case, and I was about to light the wick so that I could see when the headlamps of the incline car went away. A man opened the shutters of a railroad lantern and stepped from the shadows.

      “I came for the meeting at the Highland House,” I said. “Jakob invited me.” I hoped that if I failed to pass muster, the man would just send me back down the mountain. I didn’t doubt that I would best him in a fight, but doing so might reveal abilities I would prefer to keep hidden.

      He tilted his head and looked me over. I tried not to fidget. Immortal or not, I didn’t like the feeling of being judged.

      “Alright,” he said, jerking his thumb toward the platform exit. “Follow the guides. Mind you stay on the path—it’s grown a bit wild up here.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what he meant until I stepped down off the platform and found another man with a partly shuttered lantern at the base of the steps. “There are lanterns along the trail,” the man told me. “They’ll take you where you need to go.”

      As my eyes adjusted, I could make out shapes in the moonlight. The dim lights of the lantern trail showed me the direction. Ahead of me hulked a dark shape, a hotel that must have been grand and imposing in its day. It blotted out the stars, identifiable from its silhouette. I made out a large rectangle, four stories tall. How it escaped the flames that claimed most of its neighbors, I wasn’t sure. Or perhaps its owners had not been desperate enough to stoop to arson to settle their debts.

      I heard the hum of voices as I drew closer, and when I was nearly upon the hotel, I saw glimmers of light escaping from around the edges of the windows. Someone had hung makeshift curtains to cover the openings, and while I suspected it might be in part to keep the wind from sweeping through shattered panes, I felt certain that the true purpose was to keep anyone from wondering about the lights on the mountain and coming to investigate.

      A thick-set man with the stance of a boxer blocked the door when I climbed the steps to the Highland House’s porch.

      “Jakob invited me,” I repeated as he eyed me. I tried to look unassuming, but that was nearly impossible given my height and heft. Just when I thought he might turn me away, a familiar voice spoke.

      “He’s okay.” Jakob appeared from the doorway. It didn’t escape my notice how the guard immediately deferred. Jakob had some clout with the organization if his word and invitation held that much weight. Despite my advantages, I couldn’t help the nervous twist in my stomach.

      “Glad you could make it,” Jakob said, leading me inside. “Ernst is our best speaker. You’re in for a good evening, and be sure you stay for the cookies.”

      Anarchist cookies. Revolutionaries recruited by dessert. The world was a strange place.

      Lanterns illuminated the entranceway and one large room to the right. The bones of the grand old hotel were still intact. Furniture and many of the fixtures had been removed, most likely either sold or stolen. Paint and wallpaper peeled from the walls, floorboards buckled from exposure, and the abandoned building smelled of mildew and disuse. Yet for having stood empty more than a decade, it was in surprisingly good shape.

      Rows of folding chairs faced the front of what had probably been a dining room. I eyed the people who had arrived ahead of me. They appeared to be laborers and working men, like I was back in the day. Many of them had probably worked twelve hours today or more, so sacrificing their scant time off indicated interest—or desperation. Hardship and worry had carved their features, making them look older than their years.

      A makeshift stage had been erected at one end of the room with boards laid over chairs. On either side, hand-painted banners hung from the picture rails. One had a sonnenrad, the wheel-within-a-wheel black sun. The other had the skull and crossbones—totenkopf. Emblazoned across the top, it read “The Free Society of Teutonia.” If I had any doubts about the group’s interests, those banners were confirmation.

      The organizers urged everyone to take their seats, and the tired men shuffled down the rows. I chose a place where I could make a quick exit, and remain unnoticed, so I found a seat in the last row. Some of the attendees greeted each other with handshakes and backslaps.

      “Greetings, my dear brothers!” a blond man said after he climbed onto the wobbly dais. I startled, realizing he was one of the men from my train ride, who had stared at me as if they knew my secrets. “We come together for the memory of the Fatherland, for the glorious history of our native Germany, and for the promise that our homeland will rise again, powerful and victorious!”

      That raised cheers from the group, and a few men shouted defiant comments in German.

      Ernest broke into Deutschland Uber Allis, the German national anthem, and that roused more energy from the group as they joined in, their rough voices deep beneath the leader’s clear baritone. After that, he led them through a few folk songs that everyone but me seemed to know by heart, songs that had enough memories associated with them that the men on either side of me teared up.

      “We will remember!” Ernst shouted, and the audience echoed his words. “We will not be humbled! We honor the blood of Germany that pulses in our veins, and we will restore the glory of our ancestral home!” They roared in unison.

      “Rise to the glory! Rise! Rise! Rise!”

      We were all on our feet now, and I mumbled along with the group, watching as anger and wounded pride animated the men who, just moments before, had looked broken and defeated, wearied by life.

      The leader basked in their energy for a moment, then gestured for them to sit, and waited out the rustle of clothing and clatter of chairs as they took their seats.

      “Great things are in the making,” Ernst told his eager audience. “Our goals are nearly within reach. A strong hexenmeister is coming to town, and all that we have worked hard to build has almost come to completion. Too long have you been beneath the boot of the railroad barons and the coal kings.”

      The crowd growled in agreement, and there were shouts of affirmation.

      “It’s time to show what the men of Germany are made of! You did not come to this country to lick the boots of industrialists. You came to make your fortune, to rise above hardship and bad luck.”

      “This witch, he is the high priest of the old gods. Of Veles and Morok, the gods of the deep places. And he will call forth salvation from the depths, the lost power of the great kings of ancient Germany, of Charlemagne, of Maximilian. Their magic has been forgotten, and without it, our great land has been humbled. Too many have forgotten our heritage, what it means to be German. But you, you have not. You have kept the faith of your ancestors, of our great kings of old. You will be the rebuilding of the greatness of the German people,” Ernst promised, swaying the crowd with his energy and the kind of lies broken men hunger to hear.

      “And when our hexenmeister calls to those forces from the deep, they will answer. They will follow his voice, and they will rise. And when they do, they will destroy all those who have oppressed you. They will break the bones of the coal kings and the railroad barons, the men who cut your wages and ask for your blood and sinew and repay you with lies and broken promises!”

      The young demagogue served up exactly what his audience wanted, dangerous promises and poisonous lies. He’d worked himself into a lather, sweat beading on his brow, spittle flying as he shouted, part street preacher and part snake oil salesman.

      I knew his type. They peddled empty dreams from soapboxes and sold hope to the desperate. And part of me remembered being one of those downtrodden men, eager for anything that made me feel strong again, made me feel like a man who controlled my own destiny, the captain of my life.

      Maybe Ernst believed what he told his audience. Maybe he didn’t. Even now, I didn’t doubt the sincerity of the men who organized the strike in Homestead, who believed that we could throw off our shackles and stand proud, that we could wrest what was owed to us from the robber barons and the mill owners. We followed, caught up in a beautiful dream. And we died, wondering where we had gone wrong.

      I felt my temper rise. At least the idea of striking for better conditions had worked in other places. But the dangerous delusions this man and his Free Society peddled could only lead to darkness. Nothing that rose from the depths would stop with destroying the rich and powerful. None of the gray monsters from the mine that had killed the ghosts would do the bidding of these dreamers. The creatures would kill, and keep on killing until their hunger was sated.

      The men around me were cheering for their own deaths, and they had no idea what awaited them.

      “And when that happens, we will show the world what it means to be the men of Germany,” Ernst shouted. “We will restore the folkways of our ancestors and bring back the purity of our German heritage. We will raise a movement that will sweep through the communities of those who were forced to leave the Fatherland and send that pure energy back to our true home, where it will scour like fire and remove all that is weak and false and impure. We are the First Wave of the Great Cleansing, and we will not be stopped!”

      The men around me were on their feet, shouting and clapping, stamping their feet and lifting their hands, caught up in the emotion. These would-be revolutionaries had been ground down by hardship, had their spirits broken by the mills and the mines, been made to feel that they were less-than-men. Here, they hung onto the hope of redemption—not for their souls, but for their pride.

      The Free Society didn’t offer to cleanse them from sin like the priests and preachers. It offered something more seductive, promising to restore their manhood, crushed and stolen from them by landlords and bankers, mine superintendents and shift supervisors.

      And, gods help me, enough of my mortal self remained that I felt the pull, even though I knew the words were lies and that the promises could only end in blood. And for that, I hated the Free Society and its leaders, because all they could offer these men was ruin, prison, and death.

      I clenched my jaw and balled my fists, trying to rein in my temper. These men around me, poor desperate, deluded fools, were not the true enemy. They were pawns, being manipulated by those who needed cannon fodder in a war that, like all wars, would only ever benefit those at the top.

      Ernst shared some news from back in Germany for those who didn’t have a radio and led the crowd in several more songs and chants before the meeting came to a close. The men’s eyes shone brighter than when they came, they stood straighter, reclaiming their tattered pride and wounded manhood. I’d seen preachers work the same magic on their faithful, whipping them into ecstasy, providing emotional release. A hand job for the ego, like twenty minutes with a two-bit whore.

      While Ernst talked, someone had put out a tray of cookies on a small table at the back. The men talked among themselves, some in English but most in the Dutchy dialect, a bastardized low German. I tried to listen without looking interested as I munched on a cookie.

      “—a better world, without the bosses.”

      “—get what’s coming to them, the greedy bastards.”

      “—finally be free of the bankers and the landowners.”

      I had not been immortal for long, but one thing had already become clear—I was doomed to see the same events play out generation after generation since we humans did not learn from our mistakes.

      These men didn’t really want much—enough pay to keep a roof over their heads, provide food and clothing for their families, have a bit extra to see a show once in a while, buy a beer, or go to the circus. To feel secure. And yet, by cutting wages to enrich themselves, the owners of the mines and the railroads set the workers on edge, made them fear for their future. I knew what violence a man might do to protect those he loved. The men who died with me on that riverbank in Homestead had only wanted to take care of their families, driven to extremes by the remorseless greed of the mill owners.

      Yet here we were, fifty years after the Reading Massacre, almost thirty years after the Homestead Strike, with the same tragedy about to play out.

      Except that we had not raised monsters from the deep. I doubted the ability of men like Hans and Jakob and Ernst to control such creatures. God help us all because monsters—men or creatures—did not heed orders once their bloodlust had awakened.

      “So what did you think, Joe?” Hans asked, coming up and offering me another cookie. I took it, although I did not want anything he touched.

      “Very interesting,” I replied. “Your leader is a good speaker.”

      Hans beamed. “He helps us all be proud of who we are and of our heritage. He has a gift.”

      I’d seen the same kind of “gift” from con men and soothsayers, so I just grunted in response. “I admit, I’m curious about these ‘forces from the deep.’”

      “It’s all psychology,” Hans assured me, tapping two fingers to his temple. “Symbolism. Bringing out our inner strength from where it’s been hidden. Bringing the working men out of the shadows and into the light. You didn’t think he meant real creatures, did you?” He laughed, and I hurried to assure him that I didn’t.

      I felt quite certain real monsters were exactly what Ernest had in mind.

      “Will we see you at the next meeting?” Jakob asked as he joined us and slapped me on the back. “There’s much to be done. And we always have cookies.”

      “I don’t always have evenings off,” I said. “It depends on when they need me at my job.”

      “Well, you’re welcome whenever you can make it,” Hans said. “Just see us at the rooming house, and we’ll let you know when. We vary the times, so the cops don’t get wise.”

      Hans and Jakob bid me good night. I turned to go, but as I neared the door, another voice stopped me in my tracks.

      “I saw you on the train.”

      I pivoted to face the speaker. Ernst regarded me warily. “Sorry, don’t remember,” I lied.

      “What are you?”

      I kept a frozen smile in place. “German.” I knew that wasn’t what he meant, but I intended to make him work for any information he wanted.

      “You have an aura about you.”

      “I’m tall, and that makes it hard to miss me,” I replied, pretending I didn’t understand.

      He tilted his head, considering. His talk about “auras” made me suspect he was either a psychic or a witch. Either one could spell trouble.

      “I’m glad you could join us tonight,” Ernst replied. “Stay in touch. Hans and Jakob said they knew you from the rooming house, so we’ll have no trouble finding you.” His tight smile showed teeth, like a predator. Message delivered.

      “I’m not hard to find. I turn up like a bad penny,” I replied, holding eye contact just a bit too long, sending a message of my own. “Especially when something catches my interest.”

      “I understand you’re new in town. Do be careful. The streets can be dangerous for outsiders.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I assured him, beginning to feel as if we were talking in code.

      With a final sweep of his gaze, Ernst silently dismissed me, and I headed toward the rail station. I didn’t hurry, but I also had no desire to linger. Ernst’s comments made me feel distinctly unwelcome, and I felt watched although I did not see anyone nearby. I hoped that his suspicions wouldn’t cause Mrs. Kemmner any trouble, with Hans and Jakob knowing where I had a room. I wouldn’t stand for that.

      Then again, Ernst could have all the witchy suspicions he wanted, but if he knew my real purpose, he’d make a move. When I made it to the incline railroad without incident, and the car started down the hill, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      I was alone in the car, with the lights of Reading stretched out beneath me. With the hotels all closed, the only going concern near the incline was the sanitarium, but I supposed that workers and visitors depended on the incline to come and go.

      The trip gave me a few minutes to digest what I’d seen and heard. Were Jakob and Hans earnest fools, or willing collaborators? They wouldn’t be the first to be drawn into a dark scheme, willing to disbelieve the horrors for the potential greater good. At the same time, I knew that some men would betray everyone to save their own skin.

      I felt certain of one thing—the “forces from the deep” were not symbols. The monsters were coming, and we needed to stop them.

      The car jolted and picked up speed. The chain that drew the cabin up the hill had made a steady slow clunk-clunk-clunk before, but now it raced like my pulse, as the valley rushed up to meet the car far too quickly.

      Ernst had either decided to send me a message or just get rid of me. Perhaps he sensed something “off” about me and chose to eliminate the threat instead of bothering to figure me out.

      I had other plans. I called on Krukis and felt his magic sweep over me. Wrenching the door open, I leaned out and grabbed onto the rail beneath the car, holding on with all my god-touched might. The chain creaked and protested, steel grinding upon steel. It slowed the descent enough for me to gauge the distance to the ground before I jumped, landing heavily with a thud that echoed.

      The empty car shot down the mountainside and splintered against the lower landing platform.

      If I had wondered about Ernst’s intentions, I had no doubts now. He’d be disappointed when he looked for my body in the wreckage. On the other hand, when I saw him again—and I’d make sure that I did—we’d have a reckoning he wouldn’t forget.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday, I went early to the speakeasy to unload barrels in preparation for the weekend crowd, finishing the job from the night before. I had begged off playing bouncer, so I could drive West and Sarah to their fancy gathering but promised that I would help handle rowdy patrons on Saturday night. That appeased him but left me chafing at when I might get a look at the mines.

      When I came back to the rooming house, Mrs. Kemmner told me I had a visitor. To my surprise, Dr. Ziegler waited nervously in the parlor.

      “I had a vision,” he blurted, barely waiting until we’d greeted each other. “I saw creatures in the shadows, hideous gray things that had the bodies of men but heads like squid, with tentacles and a sucking maw.” Interesting that he had come to me to share his premonition. I wondered again just how much he guessed from seeing me as god-touched.

      “Please tell me what this means,” he begged. “I have never seen the like. It troubles me, and my books have little to say.”

      I drew him to the corner, where we would be less likely to be overheard. “There is a plot afoot to bring something old and evil from deep in the mines. I haven’t completely figured it out, but I should know more tomorrow. I came here to stop that plot, and I intend to do so.”

      The doc drew himself to his full height and squared his shoulders. “I will come with you.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “No, but I am,” he said, in a tone that meant the matter was settled. “There is an old mine beneath the city. My grandfather took me down into it many times when I was young. I know the way, and I can lead you. If there is to be some horror from below, it would make sense to summon it here, in an abandoned mine rather than in one that’s working, where there would be more people to see.”

      He didn’t have to say out loud what we both understood. Bringing a monster to the surface in the middle of a city would provide it with more food than at a distant mine. It would feast on the citizens of Reading, and then move on to do the bidding of its masters.

      “Alright,” I said. “As long as you know it will be dangerous.”

      He favored me with a tired smile. “I know how to handle a gun. Sometimes, the best way to be a healer is to prevent the injuries from happening.” He reached beneath his jacket and withdrew a thin copy of The Long Lost Friend.

      “This is for you. Carry it with you. It protects those who bear it. You have the himmelsbrief I gave you?”

      I patted my coat. “Yes. It’s an amazing document. I’ve seen some of its power already.”

      He nodded. “Oh, yes. I have been looking for answers in my books since we talked. I have searched the Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses, powerful spell books, for ways to control the spirits of the earth. I believe we can bind them.”

      “I have some ideas of my own on how to keep them where they are,” I told him. “I’ll be happy to have your help.”

      “You’re not going to leave me out of your plans, are you?”

      We looked up to see Mrs. Kemmner in the doorway. I glanced around, alarmed, afraid that Hans and Jakob might have heard us as well.

      She shook her head as if she guessed my thoughts. “They aren’t here. If I help you, maybe those two will leave. I do not like them.” She looked at me. “You, I like.”

      “I’m not sure—” I started. She cut me off with a withering look.

      “I lost my Wilfred in those mines,” she told me. “Because the men who run them take no heed of the dangers and don’t care who lives and who dies. I lost my son to a different kind of monster, human monsters. I don’t wish to see those kinds of men become more powerful than they already are.” She gave me a crafty smile.

      “My nephew runs the Eighth Street Gang,” she said. “He’s promised to send a few of his boys to watch this house, and Dr. Ziegler’s. We won’t have any trouble. And if you need a distraction, he will be willing to oblige. He is always looking for a reason to raise a little hell.”

      “Raising hell” might be exactly the term for what the Free Society and its followers had in mind. I figured we could use all the help we could get.

      “Thank you,” I told her. “I don’t have a plan yet, but I should get some important details tonight.” I looked to Ziegler. “I’ll come by in the morning, and we can make arrangements.”

      He nodded. “In the meantime, I will make some plans of my own,” he promised. “I’ll gather the supplies we’ll need and be ready when you give the word.”

      Mrs. Kemmner headed back to the kitchen, and Ziegler saw himself out as if we had not just been plotting to contain hell spawn raised by hexerei. Like this was all in a day’s work.

      Maybe that was the insight to take from immortality, how these fragile, scarred mortals never failed to amaze with their courage, their defiance, their will to survive. That was a lesson the gods forgot at their peril.
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      This collar is cutting off my air. I can’t breathe.”

      Sarah McAllen Harringworth clucked her tongue and adjusted my uniform coat to her liking. “I think you look perfect. What do you think, Jack?” She turned toward West, who smirked.

      “He looks as good as possible. After all, it’s Joe.”

      “Such a comedian,” I muttered under my breath, but I took the ribbing good-naturedly.

      I had filled them in on everything that I learned from the Free Society meeting, and on the loose plan to seal the mines. I knew West would want to come with us, and we’d have a fight on our hands to keep Sarah from joining us as well.

      Assuming I wasn’t strangled by my own jacket.

      “The more I hear from my sources, the more I’m sure the Reading Railroad’s owners are part of this,” Sarah said, taking pity on me and allowing me to remove the jacket until we were ready to leave. We were biding our time in the luxurious adjoining rooms Sarah and West had at the Hotel Berkshire downtown.

      The swanky room’s marble floors, satin upholstered furniture, and crystal goblets were a world away from my normal experience. The gap between it and my humble rooming house was far more than the dozen streets that separated them. I sat down and settled into the couch. I didn’t mind enjoying how the other half lived when the opportunity presented itself.

      “Everyone’s on edge about labor disputes,” West added, sipping a cup of coffee that he’d poured from a silver thermal urn sent up from the kitchen. “Especially with what the Bolsheviks have done in Russia. The anarchists seem determined to make their move, and the industrialists are holding on tighter than ever.” He shrugged. “Which means a reasonable solution is probably unlikely.”

      “I understand what the Free Society is selling to the working men,” I chimed in, trying to hold my china cup in large hands not meant for fragile porcelain. “But where’s the appeal to the owners of the mines and the mills and the railroads?”

      “A good con artist sells the mark his own fantasies,” West replied, perching on the corner of a marble-topped desk. “If the miners and workers want to see their bosses laid low, then the bosses want a never-ending supply of drones who will work until they drop, not demand wage raises, and never rebel.”

      “And since the con artist is the only one who wins, we’ve got to consider what Hanussen wants,” Sarah added, stirring a dollop of whiskey into her coffee from a silver hip flask. “And what he’ll repackage to sell back to the palookas he’s fleeced.”

      “Free labor and cheap energy,” West replied. “Odds are Hanussen will charge a small fortune for ‘access,’ then skip out with the money. And you were right, Joe. The ideas were all there in that Lovecraft book I read. A new power source with mystical origins called ‘vril,’ and a legion of monsters from the depths, the ‘Vril-ya.’ Catnip to the men with the power and purse strings.”

      “Do you think Hanussen is somehow manipulating the Free Society as well as courting the members of The Order? Playing both ends against the middle?” I asked, wondering why people bothered with cups that barely held a thimbleful of liquid.

      “I think it’s possible,” West replied. “But what’s keeping them from unveiling the whole thing?”

      “Maybe they were waiting for their armanenschaft,” I said. “Their high priest, to summon the Vril-ya. Hanussen.”

      “The bigwigs at Reading Railroad have to be drooling at the prospect,” Sarah added. She sat opposite me on the couch, with her legs drawn up beneath her. Sarah looked svelte and classy in a black, slit-to-the-hip sheath that covered daring wide-legged pants. Others would see her outfit as a fashion statement. West and I knew it served for her to climb to the bell tower and retrieve the prophecy. Or make a quick getaway.

      “The railroad is losing money. Several of the executives are in debt. The coal and iron mines are even worse. Most likely, it’s general incompetence coupled with the very high operating costs of three large businesses,” Sarah went on.

      Anyone who mistook her for just another pretty face was sorely mistaken. While she had sold the coal company she inherited from her late husband for a handsome profit, she understood its inner workings and balance sheet as well or better than most of the executives. The only daughter of James “Barron” McAllen had been raised from birth to play a man’s game and win.

      “So the idea of free labor and free, unlimited energy would have been a siren call to them at any time,” she went on, “but now? They’re likely to ask even fewer questions than usual. Investors are wary. There’s talk that the Market may not be solid. Those executives will pounce on an opportunity that would give them the advantage to weather a bad economy.”

      “So who ultimately wins?” I asked, carefully setting my fragile cup aside before I broke it. “Who’s pulling Hanussen’s strings? He doesn’t seem likely to be the mastermind.”

      West chewed his lip, a sure tell that he knew more than he was supposed to say. “There are troubling voices rising in Germany, angry young men who have gained a following. Hanussen’s known to have admirers among them.”

      “America spoiled the plans of the Kaiser, coming in on the Great War at the end. If monsters from the deep were unleashed in America, it might keep us too busy to intervene the next time someone in Europe got ambitious,” I suggested.

      West shot me a sharp glance, telling me without saying a word that I’d cut to the chase.

      “Good thing we’re on the job,” Sarah replied with a grin. “Let’s go climb a bell tower.”

      I don’t know where Sarah got the cherry-red Duesenberg Model J when I knew for a fact she and West came into Reading by private Pullman car. No doubt, her infinite network of friends came into play, from boarding school, university, country clubs, and family by blood and marriage. I’m good behind the wheel, but driving a car that cost far more than I could have earned in my entire mortal life made me nervous. Fortunately, to Sarah, it was just a car.

      I knew the plan. I’d pull up at the front of the Pagoda so Sarah and West could make a high-profile entrance. The invitation-only gathering wouldn’t be covered by the press or photographers, but Sarah knew the value of making a memorable impression. People would remember where they were, so they would be less likely to recall later where they weren’t.

      After I dropped them off, I took the car around back and parked to make a quick getaway. I hoped that wouldn’t be necessary, but I didn’t trust our luck to last. Once I stashed the car, I’d made my way in through the servants’ entrance and unlock as many of the doors to the bell tower as possible.

      Sarah drew the short straw of going up to the top of the building to examine the prophetic inscription on the bell since the space was too tight for the likes of West or me. Fortunately, the bell tower was accessible from inside the building. Unfortunately, Sarah had no plausible reason to be there if she were discovered.

      A burly guard stood watch over the back door. I knocked him out as gently as I could and dragged his body into the shadows. It didn’t take me long to pick the lock.

      The dark entranceway was deserted, so I headed for the door to the stairs. It, too, was locked, and I felt tempted to just rip the door from the frame, but that would be noisy. With a sigh, I made quick work of the lock and headed up the first flight of steps.

      At the top, I paused to listen and heard footsteps on the other side of yet another locked door. Someone must have heard me because two bullets ripped through the wood right where I’d been standing only seconds before.

      I pulled my gun and yanked the door open, tearing it loose from its hinges, and seized the moment of surprise to fire on the guard, who died with a look of utter shock on his face. The noise drew another goon watching from the upper level, who tried to shoot down the stairwell at me. He hit the plaster wall. I didn’t miss, and his body came tumbling down the steps, leaving a bloody trail.

      I dragged the two corpses away from the stairs and took a moment to pat them down. Where one man’s sleeve rode up, I saw the wolfsangel tattoo. A death’s head mark on the other goon’s neck showed beneath his collar.

      That confirmed that the bruisers weren’t the usual Pagoda security. The bell itself weighed hundreds of pounds, so no one was likely to be worried about it being stolen. Whatever the inscription was on the bell, it had to be important if Hanussen was going to this much effort to keep it a secret. That told me that the prophecy might reveal a weak point we could use to our advantage.

      By the time Sarah had made it through the social gauntlet and excused herself to powder her nose, I was at the base of the stairs, waiting for her.

      “All clear?” she asked when she slipped through the door.

      “Smooth sailing, all the way to the top,” I assured her. “Don’t mind the mess.” I handed her the hard wax and special paper she’d need to do a rubbing of the bell’s mysterious inscription. She headed up the steps, and I leaned back against the door, effectively blocking it should anyone else decide to go exploring.

      Sooner than I expected, Sarah hurried down, handing off the wax and paper. “I hope it’s readable. I pressed as hard as I dared. Didn’t want to make it ring by accident and draw attention.” She dragged the soles of her high-heeled shoes across the floor a few times to clean away any traces of blood.

      “Nice work,” she said with a wink. “Although the housekeeper probably won’t approve.”

      I tucked the items back into the interior pocket of my coat and checked the corridor before waving her through. Once Sarah headed back to the big party, I wound back through the service hallways until I found a quiet place to the right of the stage. If I positioned myself carefully, I could see through the crack between the two swinging doors, while not drawing attention to myself. The other drivers would either wait in their cars or huddle around the employee doors having a smoke and sharing a flask. I knew West and Sarah would report what happened, but I felt the need to see for myself.

      I startled when I spotted the night’s speaker. He was the other man on the train, the well-dressed one who kept looking at me, the one I suspected of being a witch. A sinking feeling hit my gut. I wished for a way to signal to West and Sarah, but I couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t make it even more likely we’d be caught. I kept my gun in hand and waited for the shit to hit the fan.

      Hanussen cut a striking figure in his tuxedo. Thick dark hair and heavy black eyebrows gave him a dramatic appearance, as I remembered from the train. Not a handsome man, but memorable, less because of his features than for his manner. Whatever else he might be, for good or ill, Hanussen was a consummate performer. He didn’t overplay his part, like a cut-rate vaudevillian, or bore the crowd with a lecture.

      Hanussen’s showmanship transfixed the room as he spoke of ancient mysteries, translated ciphers, and arcane lore. His dark eyes gleamed with passion, and perhaps more, as I recalled his reputation as a mesmerist. I could see the audience leaning forward to catch every word, following his movements with rapt attention.

      From where I stood, I couldn’t tell where West and Sarah were in the crowd, although I knew they’d be toward the back, on an end, where they could make a quick getaway if things went south. Whatever cover story they’d used had bought them entry among Reading’s elite. Men in tuxedos and women in gowns filled the audience. Expensive jewelry gleamed beneath the electric chandelier, one of the modern luxuries the Pagoda boasted of as a promise of things to come with the planned hotel expansion.

      “…gateway to hidden knowledge, the wisdom of the ancients,” Hanussen said. He sounded educated and cultured, which would appeal to his audience, and this being Reading, they would not be put off by his German accent.

      “The wonders of King Tutankhamen’s tomb are nothing compared to what we will learn when we engage the secrets of the Elders. In my visions, they have shown me glimpses so that I may share those insights with you. You are worthy of being among the first to hear these truths, which have not been uttered lo these many millennia.”

      He had them eating out of the palm of his hand, shills willing to be fleeced, and as much as I despised Hanussen on principle, I had to admire his skill as a con man.

      “Not everyone has the mental fortitude to appreciate this information,” Hanussen continued. “It is not for the weak-minded or the weak of will. But for those who are superior, who do not shrink from what is difficult, who are foreordained to lead, the secrets I am about to share with you will be invaluable.”

      I’d expected parlor tricks from Hanussen, a bit of high-class mumbo jumbo—putting volunteers into trances, a bit of “mind reading” that depended on hidden advance research, a little sleight of hand.

      But the longer I watched him stride back and forth across the dais, the more I felt a prickle of warning that he was more than just an excellent performer. My intuition, grown stronger after my deal with Krukis, told me that Hanussen had a bit of real magic, either of his own, or gifted by an entity who used him for its own purposes. I remembered Krukis’s warning in my vision on the train and repressed a shiver.

      “Think of the possibilities for unlimited energy,” Hanussen urged his audience. “Energy to power factories and railroads, mills, and steamships, without worry about its cost or the need to transport the bulk of wood, coal, or oil. Imagine what you could achieve with a superior workforce that asks for nothing except purpose, that cannot comprehend insubordination, that lives only to serve.”

      “This is the future I have glimpsed, ladies and gentlemen. The future that is just now within our ability to grasp.” Like a spider, Hanussen had woven a beautiful web, and now came the time to invite the fly to dinner.

      “I have no doubts,” he proclaimed. “And before I ask for your help, before I present the ways in which you might become involved in making this glorious future come true, I wish to offer you proof. Proof, so that, like me, you will also have no doubts.”

      The warning prickle grew stronger. Perhaps the magic that bound me to Krukis sensed Hanussen’s ability, or maybe I’d just been fucked over enough times in my life to see it coming, but my gut clenched, and I knew we needed to leave.

      But we couldn’t, not yet, not until we saw what we came to see and heard what Hanussen planned to offer the elite of Reading in exchange for their souls.

      Two black-clad stagehands rolled a table and chair out onto the dais. On the table’s dark covering lay something, but from my angle, I couldn’t see what. Those in the audience strained for a look, and Hanussen chuckled, promising he would reveal all very soon.

      “I propose a demonstration! I will show you just a bit of the Vril power that lies, untapped, beneath us. Power that cannot be withdrawn with shovels and picks, or with machines and steam. No, this power is called forth by mind and will, and only those suitable to the task—like you—can wield it.”

      Hanussen walked around the small table and sat, managing through the gracefulness of his movement and the fluttering of his hands to keep every eye on him, riveted. He lifted the artifact on the table, and I realized it was a sonnenrad, the lightning-spoked wheel-within-a-wheel. The relic he held looked to be about a foot wide, large enough for him to see the crowd over it, but big enough for them to clearly see it as well.

      “I present the Black Sun, one of the most potent ancient symbols of the Vril-ya, the People of the Power,” he said, voice dropping as if he conveyed information of the gravest importance.

      “This rare artifact amplifies my natural mesmerism, my psychic talent, so that I can channel the ancient energy, to settle any doubts you may have.”

      He slowly scanned the audience. “I do not want you to harbor any doubts, any concerns, that what I am sharing with you is real. I give to you my whole truth, holding nothing back.”

      Hanussen gripped the Black Sun with one hand on each side. It began to glow from within, emphasizing the double wolfsangel bolts that formed the dark rays. A hush fell over the audience, and Hanussen’s baritone voice rose in a chant, in a language that did not sound like anything spoken on this world.

      I figured it was time to call in the big guns. Krukis, I call on you. Lend me your strength and spirit so that I can protect and defend. Make me your instrument!

      I felt the shift, as Krukis’s power filled me. My skin warmed, as the old god’s magic made it into thin, flexible metal, and my bones took on the strength of steel. I could pull with the power of a mule team and run with the speed of a racehorse. Enhanced by an extra touch of the divine, my senses sharpened, as did my intuition.

      I knew we were all in terrible danger.

      Light flared from the relic Hanussen clutched. It did not burst forth toward the audience, like a sunbeam. Instead, a deep violet glow suffused the black sun, and then outlined the mesmerist in its otherworldly radiance. Hanussen raised his head, and even where I stood, I could make out that same purple light shining from his eyes. The audience gasped, but I caught my breath as my heart pounded.

      Hanussen channeled Veles, the god of the underworld. He went by many names, Chernabog, Morok, the Horned God. All of them spelled trouble.

      Why is Veles screwing around with a guy like Hanussen? I didn’t doubt that it was borrowed power from Veles and not the Vril that gave Hanussen his fancy glow. But as soon as the question formed in my mind, so did the answer.

      Veles is the god of the underworld. Death and destruction make him more powerful. War, riots, marauding monsters, all increase the death toll. If Hanussen is raising money to help a new angry power rise in Germany, a few parlor tricks would be nothing compared to the deaths Veles could reap.

      An assistant brought out an electric lamp, making it clear that the fixture was not plugged in. Hanussen stretched out his hand, purple light arced, and the lamp glowed brightly. The crowd clapped and cheered.

      Two more assistants brought out a small electric motor on a board, also unplugged. They set it on the table in front of Hanussen, who repeated his parlor trick. The purple glow surrounded the entire motor, which roared to life as if by “magic.”

      This time, the crowd surged to its feet, applauding Hanussen as if he were an inventor and not just a conduit. He’d have their cash and be safely back in Germany before they realized how easily they’d been bilked.

      The “free energy” Hanussen promised was a pipe dream, but the monsters that The Order and the Free Society wanted to raise were real. West and Sarah and I needed to close down this deadly game before it turned bloody.

      The mesmerist turned in his seat so that his eyes seemed to see right through the doors that hid me. “We have a traitor in our midst! One who could seek to prevent our victory. He hides there! Seize him!” Hanussen cried out, pointing right at my hiding place.

      In that split second, I had a choice to fight an ancient god in a room full of breakable mortals, or run and hope the plans we’d made would bottle up the creatures before Hanussen could complete his scheme.

      Sarah screamed a bloodcurdling shriek, which I was sure was intended for distraction. A shot fired, and its bullet hit the chandelier, plunging the room into darkness.

      I ran.

      Before my pursuers could even storm the stage, I was out of the service hallway and past the kitchen. I didn’t know where Sarah and West were, and I wasn’t about to leave them as hostages to the Horned God, but I knew we would all do our damnedest to get to the car, so that’s where I headed.

      Once I’d cleared the doorway, I hauled a heavy wagon in front of the door, blocking it from opening. That would hold, even if several men at once tried to force the door open. But it only provided a delay, since the mob would quickly reverse course and come through the front doors, then around the side.

      I pulled my handgun and sprinted toward the Duesenberg, not surprised that I had beaten my friends to the mark. Voices and footsteps carried on the night air as pursuers came around on the Pagoda’s right-hand side, and I drove them back with shots meant to warn, not wound.

      Sounds from the other direction made me fear that I’d been flanked. Instead, more gunfire helped to send the mesmerized mob scrambling away from the road, and I knew West and Sarah had caught up.

      “Get in!” Sarah shouted, already behind the wheel of the Duesenberg. West and I both squeezed off warning shots to force the mob back, and for good measure, I hit a front tire on each of the two closest vehicles to slow down pursuit.

      We dove into the back seat, nearly crashing into each other, as Sarah took off with a squeal of tires.

      “Hang on!” she yelled, and I did, because I had ridden with her before and knew that she could challenge any Grand Prix driver for skill and daring.

      I braced myself but managed to twist enough to look out the back, expecting gunshots to shatter the glass or the headlights of pursuers. I saw only darkness.

      “Whatever spell Hanussen put on them, I don’t think the hoi polloi of Reading are going to chase us down the mountain,” West observed, flinging out a leg and an arm to keep himself from being tossed around as Sarah slalomed the Duesenberg down the curves of Duryea Drive.

      I fought the urge to close my eyes as Sarah took the bend wide, hoping we would not plow into oncoming traffic. I never doubted Sarah’s grit, or her ability behind the wheel, although at this moment, I had second thoughts about her sanity. On the way up the mountain, I had noted the sheer drop along one side, and the guard rails that seemed unlikely to restrain a car from plunging into the forest.

      “Veles,” I said, holding tight to keep from being thrown against West as we took another curve at breakneck speed. “Hanussen channeled Veles. The Horned God. God of the underworld. Sworn enemy of Krukis.”

      West raised an eyebrow in surprise. “That’s how he sensed you.”

      I nodded. “I felt Veles’s presence right before everything went to hell. Or, rather, Krukis did.”

      West cleared his throat. “Is he…still with you?”

      “No. He left me when the car doors slammed.” Bulletproof skin would have been a big help had we needed to stand and fight, but I knew from experience that Krukis only lent me his magic when what I needed surpassed what I could do for myself. Apparently, the heavy steel body of the Duesenberg was shield enough.

      “Good. Because I wouldn’t know what to say to a god,” West replied. “I’d have to be polite.”

      “Perish the thought.”

      Sarah slowed as we reached the foot of the mountain. By the time we pulled out onto the main road, we matched the speed of the vehicles around us. Still, a bright red Model J wasn’t exactly designed for blending in, and I didn’t know whether any of the mob at the Pagoda had phoned accomplices in the city to hunt for us.

      “Did the other guests know who you were?” I asked West. I felt certain he’d given an alias, but I wasn’t sure whether Sarah was acquainted with any of the attendees.

      He shook his head. “No. Our names were as phony as our interest in underwriting Hanussen’s crazy scheme. And we registered under yet another set of names at the hotel.”

      West and I might butt heads now and again, but he’s good at what he does.

      I glanced out the window and realized Sarah had taken us downtown. Before I had my bearings, she gunned the engine, and we slewed into a darkened parking lot in the shadow of Pomeroy’s Department Store.

      “I’ll have someone get the car tomorrow,” Sarah said, switching off the ignition and jumping out as if it had all been a planned romp. “We can leg it to the Hotel Berkshire from here—it’s only a few blocks.”

      West and I exchanged a glance, then shrugged, neither of us able to fault Sarah’s impeccable plan.

      “Don’t dally—we have a visitor waiting for us,” Sarah admonished, striding off in her black opera cloak like a creature of the night. How she managed to do that in heels, I’d never know, but I’d seen her turn stilettos into weapons on more than one occasion, so I had no intention of arguing.

      To my relief, we reached the well-appointed lobby without incident. Neither hell spawn nor bewitched scions of industry tried to stop us. The doorman nodded to Sarah as she swept by, gave a deferential nod to West, and eyed me like I might make off with the silverware. I held my head high and followed Sarah as if I belonged in such a swanky joint.

      If the elevator operator wondered why West and Sarah had their driver accompany them upstairs, he was too well-trained to ask. I couldn’t wait to get out of the wool uniform and back into my own clothing. We reached our floor, and West poked his head out to assure the way was clear, then motioned for Sarah and me to follow. I didn’t want to guess what sort of clandestine affair the elevator operator might imagine, but it would be a less fantastic tale than the truth.

      Sarah opened the door to her room, while West and I entered into his adjacent room, for propriety’s sake. We quickly unbolted the connecting odor and joined Sarah and a slightly built, dark-haired stranger in her suite.

      “This is Mrs. Yoshida,” Sarah said. “And these are my colleagues, Mr. West and Mr. Mack.” If Sarah introduced us by our real names, I figured Mrs. Yoshida could be trusted.

      She and our visitor took seats on the sofa in the sitting area, while West and I each appropriated an armchair. The scale of the graceful furnishings felt all wrong for my bulk, but I did my best to wedge my large frame into the seat and hoped it wouldn’t snap beneath my weight.

      “Mrs. Yoshida is well-known for her bonsai trees and her work with the Reading Garden Society,” Sarah explained. “She knew my mother because of their shared interest in saving rare varieties of flowers, and we’ve kept in touch over the years.”

      Sarah’s personal network of connections was vast and varied, ranging from mobsters to millionaires. More than once, her social circle had saved our asses, so I wasn’t about to complain.

      “It is very good to see you,” Mrs. Yoshida said, and Sarah clasped the woman’s thin-boned hand between both of her own.

      “Thank you for meeting us on short notice,” Sarah replied. “I trust they took good care of you while you waited for us?”

      Mrs. Yoshida smiled and patted Sarah’s hand. “Oh, yes. They brought me all the tea and cakes I wanted and tried to feed me dinner. I am very happy.”

      Sarah gave me a look, and I pulled the parchment with the rubbing of the bell’s inscription from its safe place inside the jacket. Sarah passed it to her visitor.

      “I’m hoping you can translate this,” she said. “I apologize for the poor copy, but we were rather in a hurry.”

      Mrs. Yoshida lifted the reading glasses that hung from a gold chain around her neck and shifted to get better light. She studied the paper, then frowned.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “It’s the inscription on the bell in the tower of the Pagoda,” Sarah replied. “We think it may have something to do with a…situation we’re trying to resolve.”

      Mrs. Yoshida sighed and shook her head, but with a fond expression. “Always the sleuth, like in those Christie books you read.”

      If Agatha Christie had ever tackled Lovecraft’s Cthulhu, it was news to me, but I remained silent.

      “Can you read it?” Sarah leaned forward, eyes bright with excitement.

      “I will do my best,” her guest replied. She murmured under her breath in Japanese as she made out the characters. After several moments, she looked up.

      “It’s a very odd inscription. Not exactly a poem. ‘Down in the valley the gong resounds low and deep…with the moon on high it sounds clearly in the heavens…with the flowers into the land of the dead.’”

      I felt a shiver go down my spine. The words sounded more like prophecy than poetry, and eerily applicable to our current situation.

      “Yes, I think that sounds exactly right,” Sarah replied. “Thank you so much. I’m sorry to have brought you out from your home for this.”

      “That’s quite all right,” Mrs. Yoshida assured her, handing back the parchment. “I can use a bit of excitement from time to time. Keeps me young.”

      West and I retired to his room while the ladies chatted for a bit and changed back to normal clothing. He poured us both a slug of scotch from a decanter on a sideboard and raised his glass in a toast.

      “To getting out in one piece,” he said, and I lifted my glass in salute.

      Moments later, we heard Sarah and her guest leave their room; I figured Sarah intended to see Mrs. Yoshida safely to a cab. Before long, she returned and came through the unlocked connecting door. West pressed a glass of scotch into her hand.

      “I thought we made a hell of a team tonight,” Sarah announced, toasting us. “This was so much fun; I can’t wait to see how the next part goes!”
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      Sarah’s admirable enthusiasm aside, I felt like tonight had upped the stakes.

      “Veles knows I’m here—and that Krukis knows what’s afoot,” I said, peeling off my jacket. I withdrew the parchment, the himmelsbrief, and the copy of The Long Lost Friend, and put them with my coat, not wanting to chance leaving them behind. “That’s going to force his plans. I think we need to go to the mines tonight.”

      “I agree,” West said.

      “And we’re coming with you.” Sarah had a defiant look I knew from past experience made it futile to argue. I glanced at West, who shrugged.

      “We need different clothing,” I pointed out.

      “Not a problem. We packed for every possibility,” Sarah assured me. I didn’t doubt her.

      “What do you make of the prophecy?” West asked. “And how does Veles play a part in this?”

      I leaned against the wall, feeling more confident in it holding my weight than I did any of the furnishings. “Veles likes conflict,” I explained, “conflict kills people, he gains more souls in his realm. So he’d be willing to nudge guys like Hans and Jakob and the Free Society to raise the Vril-ya from the depths because when blood runs in the streets, he wins.”

      “Lovely,” Sarah remarked drily.

      “With Hanussen, I’ve got to figure that Veles has some purpose in wanting his ideas to gain traction—or maybe, it’s the money he raises here that will set something in motion back in Germany.”

      “Why didn’t he come after us at the Pagoda?” West questioned, swirling his scotch.

      “Veles is an instigator, not a hands-on kind of god. Not like Krukis. Hanussen isn’t Veles’s champion. He’s just the schmuck Veles is manipulating to get what he wants,” I replied. “The Free Society sees him as their high priest, but I doubt Hanussen is courting the rabble and the swells at the same time. I don’t think he’ll want to be in town when the Vril-ya rise. So I’m betting he isn’t part of their scheme and that Hans, Ernst, and Jakob thought it up all on their own.”

      “Do you think Veles will try to stop us?” Sarah asked, sounding remarkably cool about going up against a god.

      “I get the impression that Veles is constantly running around lighting fires, figuring that a couple of them will blow up into something big, but not caring which ones. We all go to him in the end.” Or at least, everyone who wasn’t immortal would. I had already seen far too many friends age and die. I thought vengeance would balance my grief, but it never did.

      “I need to go rouse Dr. Ziegler. He’s our guide. If his abilities are as good as I think they are, he’s probably already waiting at the rooming house,” I told them. “And we’re going to need some dynamite.”

      West grinned. “Never travel without it. We’ve also got extra guns and ammunition. The benefits of traveling by private rail car.”

      “Then let’s get changed. We’ve got a busy night ahead of us.”
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        * * *

      

      I felt better just wearing my own clothes again. I carefully tucked away the items I didn’t dare lose and slipped my Colt into my waistband. West changed into a dark shirt, black work pants, sturdy boots, and a heavy canvas coat, looking more like a second-story man than a secret agent. Sarah joined us, dressed in boots, practical pants, a dark shirt, and a short black wool coat. Her hair was pulled up in a sensible knot beneath a close-fitting knit cap, and all traces of makeup were gone, along with her jewelry. She looked like a spy. I probably just looked like a common ruffian.

      “Ready?” West had already distributed some of the useful goodies he’d brought, which we stashed in the small rucksacks we all wore. Matches, candles, helmets, miners’ lanterns, fuses, and explosives, plus other handy items.

      “It’s only a few blocks. We can walk. The fewer people who see us, the fewer who can remember us,” I said as we slipped down the back steps of the hotel and out the delivery door into the alley.

      When we reached the rooming house, we came around to the kitchen side, slipping from a dark alley through the gate. I tapped on the window to get Mrs. Kemmner’s attention. She hurried to the door.

      “Hans and Jakob aren’t here. They never came back, although their things are still in their rooms,” she told me. I beckoned for Sarah and West to join me. She gave them the once-over, locked eyes with Sarah and seemed to approve because she gave a no-nonsense nod.

      “Dr. Ziegler has been fretting in the parlor for at least an hour. I haven’t been able to get him to stop pacing,” she told me, leading us toward the front of the house. She offered us food, but we declined. I didn’t know about the others, but my stomach was too tight with worry about the night’s work to be able to keep anything down.

      Ziegler brightened a bit when he saw us, as much as his hound dog countenance could. “Joe, I was worried. I have seen things that must not come to be.” He looked past me at Sarah and West, uncertain.

      “You can trust them. This is Sarah and Jack.”

      I noticed that Ziegler was dressed differently than I had seen him before. Gone was his jacket, starched shirt with stiff collar, and dress shoes. His worn and stained pair of miner’s overalls with a work shirt, sturdy woolen jacket, and boots meant he was dressed for action. I wondered what amulets or relics he might have hidden about his person and saw that he had the good sense to bring both a helmet and a Colt 1911 like my own.

      “We need to get into the mines—the old portion, under the city,” I told him. We gave him a bare-bones recap about the allure of Vril power and the Vril-ya race of “servants,” and I could see that he was quick to understand where it would all go terribly wrong.

      “The section beneath the city is the oldest and deepest of all the shaft mines in the area,” Ziegler told us. “There are miles of closed and abandoned tunnels. But the original part of the mine is below Eckert Avenue. We can get there through the mechanical room for the fountain in Penn’s Commons.”

      West did a slow blink, absorbing that fact. “Through the mechanical room?”

      “It goes down pretty far to connect to the water mains,” Ziegler replied with a shrug. “Some of the brewery tunnels connect, and the oldest sewer and stormwater lines run through spaces that were originally mining tunnels.”

      “So if they summon the Vril-ya from the deepest point, it has a ready-made subway to go pretty much everywhere in the city?” I said, horrified.

      Ziegler nodded, managing to look more glum than usual. “Yes. If these creatures escape the deep pit, we won’t be able to bottle them up again.”

      “Once we’re inside the old mine, under the fountain, where do we go?” I asked. The idea of wandering around a long-abandoned mine full of monsters didn’t sound like a good idea to me.

      Ziegler pulled out a large sheet of paper that had been folded many times.

      “I found this map. It was made when the fountain and the sewer lines were run through the top level of the old mine. It’s not a map of the entire mine, but it wouldn’t be wise to try to go down into the depths—for a lot of reasons. Aside from any monsters, I wouldn’t trust the steps or the lifts. But…there are two shafts that go down to the very heart of the mine,” he added, looking up with eyes alight. “The sections above the cave-in that shuttered the mine originally.”

      I remembered the ghosts telling me how they had set off that blast intentionally to seal the monsters inside. Over the course of a century, the Vril-ya had worked their way loose. Maybe we could seal them up for another hundred years, if destroying them was not a possibility.

      “One is the main elevator shaft that brought up the loads from each of the horizontal corridors. The other is the western air shaft. As far as I can tell, they both go nearly all the way to China.” Ziegler went on, not appearing to notice that I’d taken a mental detour along the way.

      I felt better realizing that we had an option to avoid rickety stairs and deathtrap elevators. “What’s at the bottom?” I asked.

      “The original mine,” Ziegler replied. “They sank the shaft a little farther than they expected to dig. Then they worked their way up, digging out tunnels that ran perpendicular to the shaft. No one’s had reason to be down there for a very long time. The mine closed after a cave-in when the city expanded, so it’s been abandoned for around a hundred years.”

      “There are mines all through this area. What’s special about this one, that the Vril-ya are here?” Sarah asked, leaning over the map.

      “I fear it has to do with my vision about the ‘black spot’ on the mountain,” Ziegler said. “Long before Reading became a city, the tribes and traders who passed through here spoke about a ‘darkness’ that haunted the mountain. Some said it was bad luck, or an ill omen, while others claimed they had seen creatures or heard screaming from inside the mountain.”

      “So someone decided to dig a mine,” I muttered. “How could it go wrong?”

      “The mine wasn’t open long,” Ziegler said. “This was before mining was a big business. Two men bought the land, hired the miners, and dug the shaft. It had bad luck from the beginning. Miners quit, saying it was haunted, or cursed. Men died or disappeared. Stories went around about there being ‘something’ down in the mine. The miners went on strike, the owners of the mine went bankrupt, there was an explosion, and then they sealed off the entrance. They sold it to the city. And here we are,” he added with a shrug.

      “That’s very much the same story that I heard from the ghosts at the potter’s field,” I said and recounted what the three spirits had told me. “Proof that the creatures are real. If sealing the mine back then has kept them bottled up all this time, then we might be good for another hundred years if we can keep Hans and Jakob from blowing it wide open.”

      Mrs. Kemmner cleared her throat. “There’s one other thing,” she said. “Before they left, I heard Jakob talking about working some kind of ritual in Penn’s Commons, over near the potter’s field. They didn’t say what it was supposed to do, but it didn’t sound like the kind of thing Pastor Schmidt would have approved of.”

      I doubted very much that any man of the cloth would approve of the activities planned for tonight. “Do you know when?” I asked.

      “After midnight,” she reported. “That’s all I heard.”

      It was already just past nine in the evening. I had no idea how long it would take us to deal with the problem in the mine. We’d deal with Jakob afterward—assuming we made it out in one piece.

      “I, um, took it upon myself to meddle,” Mrs. Kemmner said with a hint of a smile. “Spoke to my nephew, asked him to round up his boys and give anyone who showed up at the potter’s field some trouble. That should slow Jakob down if nothing else.”

      “Bless you,” I told the landlady, who blushed at the praise but tut-tutted about it being nothing. With the help of the Eighth Street Gang, we might be able to derail both rituals, stop the Free Society’s mad plan, and save the world.

      But first, we had to break into the fountain.

      Ziegler said something in German to Mrs. Kemmner, and she nodded, patting her bosom beneath her apron. I picked up enough to know he had given her a himmelsbrief and a copy of The Long Lost Friend for protection, and that the landlady knew enough about hexes to work some spells to safeguard herself and the house.

      We followed Ziegler through the back alleys, keeping to the shadows. The weather had turned cold, and a light rain fell. While it made walking unpleasant, the shift in the weather meant fewer people were about, making it easier to slip undetected toward our destination.

      On the way, we passed Penn’s Commons, and a missing piece clicked into place in my mind.

      “As above, so below,” I murmured.

      “What?” West’s head came up sharply.

      “The potter’s field in the park, it’s right above the mines,” I said. “Want to bet that whatever ritual Jakob and his Free Society pals are planning is a ‘part two’ for freeing the Vril-ya in the mines below?” If I’d had any doubts that it was urgent to deal with the matter tonight, this sealed the deal. Even without our misadventure at the Pagoda, tonight was meant to be the night.

      “I believe you are right,” Ziegler said. “Which is why I have the Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses with me. They have instructions on how to bind the spirits of the earth. Cover me while I work the incantation, and if Heaven wills it, we will prevail.”

      I wasn’t counting on heaven to rescue us, but I placed what remained of my battered faith in Krukis and said a prayer to let him know I’d be calling on our arrangement again soon. He was a god, so maybe he already knew what I needed, but I figured it was best to cover all my bases. Trust didn’t come easy to me.

      We reached the nondescript maintenance building without incident, which just made me more nervous, since I figured our luck was due to run out at some point, and the longer it took, the worse it would be when it happened. If Jakob intended to preside over a dark rite at the pauper’s cemetery, it didn’t look like he or any of his cronies had arrived yet. I wondered if Hans and Ernst meant to summon the Vril-ya down in the mine. If so, we needed to be extra cautious, since I wasn’t sure how much magic Ernst had.

      The small, solid stone fountain building had been built at the turn of the century, and it reminded me of a mausoleum.

      “Do you have a key?” I asked Ziegler. He shook his head.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Sarah huffed, pushing to the front. Her lock picks made quick work of the old tumblers, and Ziegler raised an eyebrow but said nothing of her unorthodox skills.

      Once inside, we looked around. The stone held damp, and despite my layers of clothing, I shivered. The main room held a metal desk piled with papers and a control panel for the fountain. The streamlined console couldn’t possibly hold all of the actual equipment, just the wiring and relays for the controls. Which meant that the true workings of the fountain had to be below us.

      “Do you think Hans and his Free Society buddies would have come this way?” I asked.

      Ziegler shook his head. “Doubtful. There are other ways in, although they are farther from the old section. This route is not as well known.”

      “Why didn’t someone brick up the connection years ago?” Sarah asked.

      “The way I heard it, when the fountain was built, the engineers took advantage of some of the uppermost mine corridors to save on excavation costs,” Ziegler said. “They ran water pipes through the old mine and brought them up to the basement of this mechanical house. But in case there was a problem beneath the fountain or with the pipes, they left the connection to the mine—just put it behind a locked door. Over time, people pretty much forgot it was there.”

      West had somehow obtained four electric miner’s headlamps for us, and before we headed down the metal steps to the basement, we put them on and made sure they worked. To keep us from being beacons to give away our position, he had smeared a clear blue gel over the lights that dimmed the glow but also made it more difficult to see from a distance. The light bobbled as we walked, but it was safer than carrying an open flame into mines where the air could be questionable at the best of times.

      “If the mines have been closed for a long time, how do we know the air is safe to breathe?” I asked. I’d heard stories of firedamp and other noxious gases that could easily explode, or suffocate a man in minutes.

      “Because the old pipes ran through the upper levels, and workmen needed access, vents were installed to circulate the air,” Ziegler said. “I checked—they’re still in place, and most looked operational. They’re just located in out-of-the-way places, so no one notices them.”

      West handed a thick piece of red chalk to Sarah. “Use this to mark our turns with an arrow pointing in the direction we’re going. I’d hate to get lost down here.”

      The maintenance building had a basement and a sub-basement, and we clomped down the old iron circular staircase, going deeper below the park. The main valves with their big twist wheels filled the upper basement. Though the top floor appeared to still be in regular use, the dust down here suggested it had been a while since anyone had bothered with this area.

      “Give me a hand,” Ziegler said, eyeing an old set of metal shelving against one wall. West and I maneuvered it so that we could slip behind, where a metal door obviously hadn’t been used in some time.

      Sarah picked the lock like a pro, and we pushed the door open into darkness. The air smelled stale, but I could also pick up the scent of wet rock and damp dirt. Our headlamps barely put a dent in the darkness, and I tried not to think about being underground.

      Ziegler led the way with his map. I followed, then Sarah, with West taking up the rear. In the distance, I heard water dripping.

      Our lamps illuminated old iron pipes that extended into the darkness and connected to the mechanical room behind us. Other pipes appeared to be for sewage and water, and they led on past the pump room, down another darkened tunnel. From the cobwebs, I knew no one had been this way in a long time. If Hans and his buddies were going to make their move, they hadn’t entered here.

      “This way,” Ziegler said, with the old map as his guide. We took a branching tunnel. Sarah dutifully marked the turn with a large chalk arrow. Becoming lost down here worried me more than whether Hans would be able to follow us.

      We followed the tunnel for half an hour, according to the glowing hands on my wristwatch. Then, Ziegler came to an abrupt halt, and we dug in our heels to keep from crashing into him.

      “It’s blocked,” he told us, and our headlamps revealed a tumble of rocks and dirt that filled most of the passageway. Perhaps, if there were no alternative, we could wriggle through, but I didn’t like the idea of tempting the ceiling to collapse further, trapping us on the other side.

      “Now what?” Sarah put her hands on her hips and turned in a circle, with a look of annoyance as if the tunnel had thwarted us on purpose.

      “The top level was a large square,” Ziegler replied, consulting his map. “We took the most direct route. We should be able to go around the long way and get to the shaft.”

      I really didn’t like the idea of wandering around down here. Our lamps would only work for so long, and without them, we would be helplessly lost. I wanted to get in, get done, and get out.

      “Maybe we can find a guide.” I remembered how the spirits of the Reading Railroad Massacre had shown themselves to me. We weren’t far from the potter’s field, where I’d found helpful ghosts before.

      Ziegler met my gaze and nodded, understanding. I laid my hand over the pocket of my jacket that held the himmelsbrief and closed my eyes, concentrating. I thought about what we needed to find—a safe path to the place where the Vril-ya rose from the deep places so we could destroy them. I pictured the consequences if the hell spawn were to be loosed on the city. I spoke a silent prayer to Krukis, and a plea to the restless ghosts of the miners to help us.

      “Joe, I think they heard you,” Sarah said, bumping my elbow.

      I opened my eyes and saw the same three ghostly figures who had appeared to me in the park. Now, they stood just a few feet away. I could make out their features and their clothing, but they were insubstantial, like an image from a black-and-white movie.

      “Thank you,” I said, hoping they could hear me if I spoke aloud for the benefit of my companions. “We want to find where the monsters are, stop them, and then get out safely. Can you help us get around the blocked tunnel so we can blow up the main shaft?”

      The three ghosts regarded us in silence, and I hoped they weren’t angry about being roused once more from their slumber, even though it was for a good cause.

      “Some bad men want to let the monsters out. We’re trying to make sure that doesn’t happen. But the tunnel is blocked. Please, show us how to get to the elevator shaft,” I added. They’d been done wrong by the men who owned the mines and railroads, just like my friends and I had been betrayed by the steel barons and mill owners. I couldn’t save them, but perhaps together, we could stop the bastards who had caused our deaths from claiming more victims.

      The mine grew even colder than before, and I saw Sarah wrap her arms around herself. West stared at the ghosts, looking a bit poleaxed. Ziegler seemed to take it all in stride.

      “Are there others in the mine tonight?” I asked. “Other living men?”

      The ghost boys nodded. That meant the race was on, between us and Hans’s Free Society, with the fate of the city—and more—hanging in the balance.

      Dripping water and the crunch of rock beneath our boots filled the tunnels as we followed Ziegler’s map and our ghostly guides. I wondered where Hans had found another entrance, and whether he and his cronies had unsealed the original mine mouth.

      We went back the way we came and passed the machinery room doorway, then kept on going down another long, dark corridor. After a while, I realized that the air had grown colder, and a foul smell filled the air.

      Despite what Ziegler’s map showed about the upper level being a large square, in the dark, the reality was more confusing since little spurs extended frequently from the main corridor. I wondered how much light the miners had to work with, and how much they learned the navigate their underground world by feel. I was grateful for our ghostly guides, who moved through the tunnels confidently.

      The tunnel widened. I wondered if we were coming up to what had originally been the mouth of the mine. My guess proved right when we turned the next corner and saw the remains of a flat road used for horses or mules to drag out the heavy wagons. The road ended abruptly in a wall of stone blocks, held solid by cement.

      The air felt different here, fresher. If I squinted, I could see where a few of the uppermost blocks had been pushed out of the way. Far enough for a few thin men to wriggle through. Hans and his crew, no doubt.

      “Someone has broken the binding,” Ziegler said.

      “What do you mean?” West glanced sharply at the braucher.

      Ziegler held his hands palm out and moved them over the blocked entrance. “When the mouth of the mine was sealed, someone had a witch with strong magic add a binding spell. Whoever broke the seal also broke the spell.”

      “Wonderful. Let me bet—that also helped to contain the Vril-ya?” I asked.

      “Yes. But it’s not the only magic in the mine,” Ziegler replied. “I can feel another strong protective spell that permeates the whole site. That’s what I think the men came to break, to let the monsters loose.”

      “Wait,” I said before we moved on. I pulled out my slim copy of The Long Lost Friend and handed it to Sarah. “Keep this close. It’ll protect you.” I kept the himmelsbrief so I could communicate with the ghosts.

      “What about you?” Sarah asked, reluctantly accepting the book.

      “I’m going to put my money on Krukis,” I replied, and said a silent prayer to my patron.

      Ziegler’s map led us deeper into the mine, away from the entrance. As we moved, the blessed letter in my pocket made me aware that we were surrounded by ghosts, although they did not make themselves visible to us. I had an eerie feeling as if moving farther away from the old mine entrance moved us somehow back in time as well.

      “What’s that smell?” West complained.

      The urge to retch nearly overpowered me, all of a sudden. The air, which had been dank and stuffy, now stank of rotted fish. Then I realized that buckets hung from brackets along the path, and their contents glowed, a faint blue-green light.

      “In the old days, before electricity, candles and flame-lit lanterns could set off mine gas,” Ziegler said in a hushed voice. “So they brought down buckets or rotting fish because they glow as they decompose.”

      “That fish hasn’t been down here for a century,” West noted.

      “Want to bet Hans and Ernst brought it down with them?” I asked. I wasn’t sure the light was worth the smell.

      Bong. The peal of a bell resounded from somewhere in the darkness. I jumped at the sound and saw the others flinch as well. It rang again and again, and old habit made me count the rings.

      “Seven,” I said when silence shrouded the mine once more. A memory I hadn’t thought about in years came to mind. “That’s the danger signal.” Seemed like the mine’s ghosts were active tonight.

      “And what the hell is that?” Sarah turned her flashlight on an odd cluster of blue crystals that cascaded down a wall like something from beneath the sea. Ziegler walked over and stared at the crystals and then the wall. To my surprise, he smiled.

      “I’ve seen this before. They’re called ‘coal flowers.’ Children make them with ammonia and some other ingredients, for something pretty at the holidays.” He gestured toward the wall, which glistened with moisture in the glow of our lamps. “I’m guessing rainwater with a high ammonia content seeps in here and reacts to the coal.”

      “So I’m thinking we’re in the right place,” I said, remembering the riddle-like prophesy engraved on the Pagoda bell: “Down in the valley the gong resounds low and deep…with the moon on high it sounds clearly in the heavens…with the flowers into the land of the dead.”

      We’d heard the alarm gong, and the rotting fish gave off something of a moonlight-type glow. The coal flowers were definitely the only kind we would find here, in a mine with a high death toll—the “land of the dead.”

      Although Ziegler had described this upper level as one floor, that hadn’t prepared me for how large it was. Gradually, I realized that we were walking the outline of a huge square, with deep shafts in the center that descended to the abyss. We didn’t know for certain how far down the mine went; those records had been lost long ago. Far enough that no mortal would survive hitting the bottom.

      Far enough that inhuman creatures had survived for thousands of years in the deep places.

      “Dim your lights,” West ordered. We complied, then stood completely still for a moment as our eyes adjusted to nearly complete darkness. “Do you hear that?” he whispered.

      “There!” I kept my voice low and pointed.

      Across the depthless darkness in the center, I could just make out the shapes of several men on the opposite side of the pit. As I strained to hear, using my god-enhanced senses, a familiar voice reached me, chanting an incantation.

      “It’s Ernst and Hans,” I told them. “Some sort of incantation. Maybe from a grimoire? It looks like one of them is holding a book.”

      “Then we’re already almost too late,” Ziegler said, barely hiding a note of panic. He set down his bag and rummaged through it, rising with an old tome in his hands. The leather had peeled in places, rubbed smooth in others from frequent handling.

      “I need to see to read. If they notice us, there’s no helping it,” Ziegler said. “We’re almost out of time.” He looked up at the three of us. “Cover me. I’ll do my best to bind the creatures. No guarantee.”

      Not what I wanted to hear.

      West, Sarah, and I drew our guns. I worried that if we had reason to shoot, we might get more than we bargained for. Gasses built up even in active mines, pockets of bad air that could suffocate a man or, in the case of firedamp, explode.

      If Ernst and his buddies noticed us—and I felt certain they had to have known we were there—it didn’t slow them down. The speaker kept on chanting, and I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature of the air around me.

      I glanced back the way we came. Now that I knew what to look for, I could make out a faint light where the entrance to the fountain’s mechanical room offered us our way to escape.

      Whether or not it would be too far depended on what might be chasing us.

      Skittering noises, claws on rock, sounded in the darkness. We glanced at each other in horror. Either the creatures were close enough for us to hear them or had massed in the depths so that the noise was amplified by a horde. Neither option was good.

      “Hurry up!” Sarah urged. Ziegler kept on reading, as I saw the shadows of the pit begin to move.

      A dark gray wave of movement swelled from the deep mine shaft and spilled over onto the opposite side, where Hans, Ernst, and their friends called forth the Vril-ya. I stared, horrified and entranced at the pulsating movement as the creatures moved in silent coordination, flowing up over the lip of the shaft and then rising before the dark witch who summoned them.

      It all went wrong when the gray horde set on the witch and his followers, and the screaming began. Ernst cried out to Veles to save them, his voice filled with terror. As I had suspected, no salvation came. Veles had left them on their own, and when Ernst realized the betrayal, he cursed the god of the underworld with his dying screams. His friends shrieked in pain, as the gray monsters from the deep swept over them like a riptide and pulled them under, silencing them forever.

      “Sarah—keep your gun trained on the pit and shoot anything that comes out of it,” West snapped. “Joe—I need help with the dynamite.”

      The bark of Sarah’s gun, firing shot after shot at creatures scrabbling over the edge, told me we were nearly too late.

      Ziegler kept on reading the binding spell as more and more of the creatures spilled over the edge of the pit, a rising, writhing mass that made it impossible to tell where one began and another ended until they stood on elongated legs and stretched out long, slender claw-tipped arms to snatch their prey.

      Sarah never stopped firing, switching guns rather than pausing to reload. I ran to help West, who had bundle after bundle of dynamite tied on a long rope, each with long fuses. With shaking hands, I passed him one after another to be lit, sure that I would either feel claws rip into my back any second or that the explosives would misfire and send us all to perdition.

      I wasn’t entirely sure either would kill me, but it would be the end of Sarah, West, and Ziegler without a doubt, and our failure would set the scourge loose on the world.

      “Come on!” West urged, taking one end of the rope. “We’ve got to get to the edge.”

      “I’ll make it happen.” Krukis’s magic filled me, and while I was no match by myself for the hordes of Vril-ya scrabbling up from the shaft, I could clear a path through the ones in front of us.

      I swung my metal-skinned fists like sledgehammers, knocking the slender creatures out of our way, sending their thin bodies flying. Claws tore at my clothing and screeched against steel, able to do no worse than scratch me when they would have flayed a mortal. West stayed right behind me, carrying the lit-fuse dynamite bundle that threatened an entirely different death if we weren’t fast enough.

      Gunfire punctuated every breath, and the smell of gunpowder hung in the air. Ziegler kept reading, although I had no idea what the German words meant. West and I made progress toward the lip of the chasm, but moving just those few feet took longer than it should—longer than we had—every inch hard-won as I kicked and punched and hurled bodies out of my way.

      Some of the creatures nearly got past me. I brought my boot down hard, squashing an elongated head with a crack of bone. Ahead, the gray wave surged, and I felt despair swell up inside me.

      Too many. Too far. Too late.

      We were nearly at the edge—and nearly out of time. The slow-burn fuses glowed, growing relentlessly shorter, never meant for this kind of delay. It was likely to go off in West’s hands, killing him and the creatures near the blast, leaving me damaged and overwhelmed and insufficient to the task of saving the world.

      I stumbled as a creature pulled hard on my leg, then realized that the onslaught of scrabbling monsters had turned like the tide. Some power sucked it back into the darkness, relentlessly dragging the horrors over the lip and down into the mine shaft, back into the abyss.

      “Throw it!” I yelled to West as Sarah kept on firing at the stragglers, and Ziegler’s voice, harsh and raspy, never faltered.

      West hurled the explosives over the edge, after the creatures still retreating down the sides of the pit. I felt a surge of triumph at the unexpected win.

      Then West lurched, falling as one of the Vril-ya wrapped its claws around his ankle and pulled him with the tide toward the depths.

      I lunged forward, grabbing West’s wrist and wrapping my hand around it in an unbreakable grip. Bone would shatter before my steel fingers would loosen their hold. I saw the terror in his eyes as the wave bore him over the edge—and me with it.

      Krukis gave me inhuman strength, for one man. But the weight of the massed creatures that pulled West toward the bottom of the shaft was far more than even I could counterbalance. I dug in my toes and my free hand, plowing grooves into the rock as I tried to free West without pulling him into pieces.

      He cried out in pain and terror. I could see him kicking at the claws that held his ankle, trying to free himself. I’d probably dislocated his shoulder, but I refused to let go. West slipped over the edge, fingers scrabbling for a grip as stone crumbled beneath the weight of the receding horde.

      I started to tip over, head-first, into the darkness. I might survive the fall, maybe even the explosion. Perhaps I could even crawl back out if Krukis didn’t abandon me. But West couldn’t.

      I’d almost forgotten about the dynamite.

      The rope-chained bundles of TNT had fallen deep into the shaft, sucked down among the retreating Vril-ya. A loud blast reverberated in the mine, shaking the ground. The explosion sent a force upward, and I used it to haul West over the lip of the pit, then protected him with my steel body as chunks of rock and pieces of creature rained down on us.

      The whole cavern trembled, and it sounded like the dynamite set off other explosions farther down. Pockets of explosive gases, maybe even old stashes of dynamite, reacted to the sudden, consuming fire.

      More rock pelted us from above, as I climbed to my feet and yanked West to stand. He looked surprised to still be alive but recovered from his shock quickly. Since the Vril-ya hadn’t grabbed bare skin, I hoped he hadn’t been weakened from their touch.

      “We’ve got to get out of here,” he said, as Ziegler grabbed his pack. Sarah stood amid a pile of spent casings, with two guns shoved into the waistband of her pants and two more in hand.

      “Go!” I ordered. “I’ll bring up the rear.” That way, if the roof fell in on us, I was the most likely to survive the cave-in.

      We ran back the way we came, glancing only to make sure we followed Sarah’s careful markings, aware of the black pit in the center. Booms and crashes echoed from far down the shaft, telling me that we had set off more than we’d bargained for.

      As we neared the door to the mechanical room, I heard a crack like thunder, and the roof of the mine split in two, collapsing under its own weight. I swept Sarah and West up in my metal arms, hunching over them as I used my immortal speed to keep us ahead of the destruction, pushing Ziegler along in front.

      So close, yet I feared we wouldn’t make it as the stones that pelted us grew larger, big enough to do real damage. The temperature plummeted, and a faint glow flared all around us. For the few seconds it took to reach the safety of the steel-reinforced mechanical room, I saw the spirits of the dead gather around us, shielding us with their presence, protecting us as the rock skittered harmless down their backs.

      I pushed the others inside and stayed in the doorway, unable to tear myself away from the sight.

      Part of Penn’s Commons fell through a gaping hole in the mine roof, bringing down chunks of turf, splintered wooden caskets, old bones, and the screaming members of the Free Society who had accompanied Jakob to work his part of the ritual by the potter’s field.

      Our ghostly protectors had vanished once we reached shelter. West and Sarah pulled at me to come inside. I could not take my eyes off the scene in front of me. The Eckert mine crumbled in on itself, a sinkhole that peeled off level after level until the doorway where I stood opened onto empty space, and the old tunnels collapsed into the abyss. Maybe to Hell itself, if such a thing existed.

      I finally yielded to West and Sarah and felt Krukis’s power leave me. No longer steel, I felt bruised and spent as we hurried up the metal steps, not slowing until we slammed the upper door behind us and locked it tight.

      “Holy shit,” West muttered.

      “Hot damn,” Sarah echoed.

      “Gott In Himmel,” Ziegler breathed.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      One end of Penn’s Commons had vanished into the yawning darkness, with a fringe of grass and a few sheared-off bushes to show where the lawn had been. Sirens wailed, and the first police on the scene were trying to keep back onlookers since the margins of the hole could easily crumble. Off to one side, a group of rough-looking young men lounged, out of reach of the cops. Their cigarettes glowed in the darkness, and I figured that was the Eighth Street Gang, hanging around to watch the excitement. Of Jakob and his followers, I saw no trace.

      “I think it’s time to leave town,” West said as the four of us ambled away from the park as if we were just out for a stroll. “Get your things and meet us at the train station. You can ride back with us in Sarah’s private car.”

      West favored his arm, the one I had grabbed, and I wondered how badly he’d been hurt. As we fled, I hoped the darkness kept anyone from noticing the coal dust that smudged our skin and clothing.

      “I’ll be there as fast as I can grab my bag at the rooming house,” I replied.

      “Joe…thank you. I thought I’d run out of luck, there for a few seconds,” West said, and for once, his face was open and candid, without the usual bravado.

      “I thought we had, too, for a few seconds,” I replied with a lopsided smile. “Thank Krukis. He hauled both our asses out of the fire.”

      Sarah and West headed back to the Hotel Berkshire, while Ziegler and I walked back to Ninth Street.

      “You really did it,” I said, still barely able to believe we were alive. “Whatever spell books you used did the trick.”

      Ziegler gave a self-conscious smile. “The magic flowed through me. I was just a conduit. I am grateful I could be of help.”

      I walked him to his door since it was on the way. “Thank you for everything. I hope you don’t mind—I gave my copy of the book to my friend. I have my own deal.”

      “The book and the letter were yours to keep and do with as you will,” Ziegler assured me. “You do good work, Joe Mack, whatever god you serve.”

      He waved goodbye, and I hurried to the rooming house. Mrs. Kemmner waited at the window and rushed over when I came in the door.

      “I heard what happened. Are you okay?”

      I might be immortal, and the champion of a god, but I wasn’t immune to being mothered now and again. It felt good. I took both of her hands in my big paws. “I’m fine. Dr. Ziegler is fine—and he’s the real hero of the night. My friends are fine. And you won’t have to worry about Hans and Jakob anymore.”

      From the look she gave me, I wondered if her nephew had already given her the scoop about what happened in the park. She gave my hands a squeeze and stretched up to land a peck on my cheek.

      “You’re a good man, Joe. I don’t know what you did—and I don’t want to know. But…thank you.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I blushed. “Couldn’t have done it without all your good cooking,” I joked to lighten the mood.

      She sighed and looked up at me. “So you’ll be leaving.”

      I nodded, honestly a little sad about it. “Tonight. My friends are waiting. I just wanted to say goodbye and grab my things.”

      Mrs. Kemmner waited by the door until I came down again with my suitcase. She handed me a package tied up in a piece of cloth and bound with string. “For the trip. There are ham sandwiches and homemade pickles, and some of my cookies. So you don’t go hungry.” She patted me on the arm, and I figured maybe she needed a chance to mother someone since her own boy was gone. I thanked her and gave her a hug as I went out the door.

      Private Pullman car or not—I had no intention of sharing my homemade goodies with Sarah and West.
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      I thought you said that Hanussen was working with Veles,” Sarah said as we reclined on the sofas of her private railcar. A butler served drinks from the stash of high-class hooch. West and I enjoyed a fine stogie, while a cigarette burned at the end of Sarah’s long ebony and silver holder.

      “He was,” I replied, savoring good scotch and the Cuban cigar while I could. Both were perks of working with Sarah. “I definitely sensed his presence at the Pagoda, and he recognized me.”

      “I’m not looking a gift-horse in the mouth,” West said, “but why didn’t he do something to help at the mine?”

      “For the same reason Hanussen bolted out of town like his tail was on fire,” I replied and took a sip of my drink. Sarah’s liquors had names and were old enough to have their own driver’s licenses. My liquor at home had been brewed in a bathtub and aged for a whole week.

      “Veles is an instigator. He doesn’t stick around to face the consequences. After all, he can always find another chump to do his bidding,” I added.

      “I’ve alerted authorities that Hanussen will be trying to get back to Europe, but I suspect he’ll slip over into Canada and probably has the help of one of his admirers to return to Germany,” West said. I could tell from his tone that it galled him not to be able to wrap up the case with a bow.

      “What about The Order and the Free Society?” I asked.

      West cleared his throat. “Thanks to an anonymous tip, the police raided the Free Society’s base in that abandoned old hotel on the mountain. They are officially disbanded, so that should drive them underground for a while.”

      “As for The Order and the Thule,” Sarah continued, “they’re going to be lying low too, I suspect. Especially if Hanussen’s European contacts prove unseemly. The railroad executive who hosted the reception at the Pagoda was taken by a sudden fit and had to be hospitalized. So I doubt he’ll be dabbling in the occult until he’s on the mend.”

      West raised his crystal tumbler in a toast. “Here’s to living to fight another day.” We murmured our agreement and knocked back the scotch faster than such a fine whiskey deserved.

      The butler poured another round of drinks. Sarah and West chatted about the case, then moved on to other news. I looked out the window as the scenery flashed by, pensive despite our win. I identified with the ghosts of the railroad massacre, and the dead miners. I belonged among them, not here in a millionaire’s private compartment. Sometimes, it seemed harder and harder to remember the Joe Magarac I’d been before Homestead, before Krukis.

      “Did you catch that, Joe?” West asked. “I got a lead on a problem in Chicago that I’m going to need your help on.”

      I turned from the window and raised an eyebrow. “Mob?”

      He shrugged. “Werewolves and vampires are muscling in on Capone’s territory. We need to stop them before it gets bloodier than usual.”

      Sarah smiled. “I do love Chicago. The Berghoff. Marshal Field. And a clever little gin joint down in Greektown. Did I mention that Edna, a dear friend of mine, is marrying a Federal agent there, Elliott Ness? I dare say, I can be of assistance.”

      Here we go again.

      

      
        
        The Joe Mack Files will Continue
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      Gail’s family on her dad’s side has been in the Reading area since the late 1700s. Her grandparents and later her aunt and uncle lived at 949 North Ninth Street, the row house we used for Dr. Ziegler. Since her dad was born in the early 1920s, it was an odd feeling setting the story at a time when he might have wandered by the action.

      All of the landmarks and locations mentioned are real, with the exception of the rooming house (although there was a motel in that block at the time). Abe Minker is a historical figure known for bootlegging, a practice toward which Reading turned a blind eye during Prohibition. The Free Society of Teutonia, The Order of the Golden Dawn, and the Thule were all real, and sources link them to both the rise of Nazism and the Nazi fascination with the occult. Erik Jan Hanussen was also a historical figure who made quite an impression on several men who later became leaders of the Nazi movement. Likewise, the Völkisch groups were also real, and some evolved into the secret bunds that supported Nazism in America.

      The references to German folk magic are historically-based. The Long Lost Friend is a real book, published near Reading back in the 1700s, as are the Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses. You can find them for sale online. All are reputedly powerful spell books. Brauchers, hexerei, hexes, and himmelsbriefs are all part of a serious tradition of German magic, sometimes called “pow-wow.”

      The Reading Pagoda remains a favorite tourist spot. If you’re ever in the area, make sure to visit!
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