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      When I catch you, I’m gonna tan that hairy hide of yours, but good!”

      In response, an apple flew out of the shadows and clipped me on the side of the head. Despite rumors about how hard my head was, the damn apple hurt. My patience was growing thin. That one wasn’t the first to hit me, and my quarry had damnably good aim.

      Then I remembered an old injury from playing softball as a kid, and I suddenly wished I’d worn a protective cup.

      It didn’t help that we were well past the first frost, so the only apples around had been frozen and thawed a few times, making them a mushy, moldy mess. I had apple guts dripping from my hair, and I smelled like hard cider gone wrong. Truth be told, I’d survived worse.

      “You might do better luring the creature into the cage if you stopped swearing at him,” Pat Carmody told me. I rolled my eyes and flipped him off. Pat’s a buddy and a sometimes-hunting partner—and a Meadville cop. He’s one of the few who knows that monsters are real and understands that I’m one of the guys who hunts things that are a lot stranger than deer.

      “There are all those nice apples in the cage,” I said. “Why does he want the nasty ones?”

      “Maybe he enjoys playing whack-a-Mark as much as he does eating the apples,” Pat suggested.

      I’m Mark Wojcik, mechanic and monster hunter. No one gets into this business for fun. It’s the never-ending quest you take up out of survivor guilt, or the need for penance, or because you’ve got a death wish. Maybe a little of all three.

      I started hunting after a wendigo killed my father, uncle, cousin, and brother when we were out deer hunting. Surviving cost me my marriage, my sister-in-law, and a good chunk of my sanity. I tell people that I hunt monsters to keep anyone else from having to lose someone they love. That’s only partly true. I do it because the nightmares aren’t quite as bad if I tell myself I’m doing everything I can to atone.

      Another apple came flying. This time, I ducked, and it hit Pat. I laughed. He didn’t.

      “As soon as I lay down this trail, we can back off, and see if he follows it.” Which is how I came to be scooping applesauce out of a huge bucket to lead an Albatwitch to the cage in the back of my pickup truck. Inside the cage was a bounty of apples of every variety—all of them laced with vet-quality animal tranquilizers.

      The plan had seemed simple. Lure the apple-obsessed creature into the cage, let him pig out on the drugged apples, and nighty-night Albatwitch.

      Like anything was ever simple in my world.

      I finished doling out the applesauce, and Pat and I retreated far enough that we could see the trail but wouldn’t be considered a threat by the creature.

      “And there he is,” I murmured.

      If a hobbit and a Sasquatch made a baby, the result would look a lot like an Albatwitch. They stand about four feet tall on their hind legs, and their bodies are covered with brown hair. A person might mistake them for a large chimpanzee if chimps were native to Pennsylvania—which they’re not—and if the head and the proportion of the limbs weren’t all wrong to be anything in the ape family. This one had some patches of fur missing, and I wondered if Albatwitches got mange.

      The creature slurped his way along the applesauce trail, slowly moving toward the ramp that led to the cage. Albatwitches aren’t a menace—they just like to throw apples. This one, unfortunately, happened upon an abandoned orchard near two roads. He’d been perfecting his World Series-quality pitching on passing cars, and nearly caused several accidents—from the splattered apples and the glimpse of a “what the hell was that” dodging back into the woods.

      The cops hadn’t been able to nab him, so Pat called me. That was actually in the critter’s best interest because I didn’t kill the strange creatures I encountered unless they were truly dangerous. I’d never heard of anyone getting bitten or mauled by an Albatwitch, so Pat and I were going to relocate the varmint to a place he wouldn’t cause any trouble.

      Assuming he took the bait.

      Little by little, the Albatwitch made his way toward my truck. I found myself holding my breath as he nibbled the goodies all the way up the ramp, and then caught sight of the baskets of apples at the back of the cage like a kid on Christmas, if all the kid’s presents were laced with sleeping pills.

      As soon as the creature was halfway inside, I hit the switch to close the cage door, and it swung shut and locked. Twitchy was so happy with his Ambien apples that he didn’t even look up, just chawed down on all the goodies.

      “Well, that was easy,” Pat observed.

      His words sent a shiver through me. Nothing ever goes simply for me. Nothing. That’s just not how it works. When the fickle finger of fate points at me, it’s flipping the bird. I had the feeling Pat had just doomed us.

      “Let’s go. We want to get up to the Big Woods before it’s dark.”

      I double-checked the lock on the cage and then fastened a tarp to hide what was inside. Our secret cryptid relocation area would only stay secret if everyone we passed on the highway didn’t post YouTube videos. I backed out slowly, to reduce the jostling from the dirt lane. Once we got to the main road, Twitchy would have a smooth ride that should rock him like a baby.

      “How long do you think it’ll take for the drugs to hit him?” Pat asked.

      “That sounds all kind of wrong, coming from a cop.”

      “Bite me.”

      “I’m just not into you like that.”

      We had a couple of hours on the road before we got to Kane, where the relo center was, and where my girlfriend, Sara, ran a bed and breakfast. “Girlfriend” seemed like the wrong word, since both of us were on the other side of thirty-five. She’d been widowed; my ex had dumped my ass because I didn’t grieve fast enough to suit her and I was harshing her mellow. We’d been seeing each other for a while now and had both agreed to take it slow.

      I glanced in my rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of myself. Dark blond hair, cut short, a little longer than military standard, green eyes, and stubble that looked red in the sun. There was no denying my Polish heritage, not that I’d ever want to. My mother always said I had the “map of Poland” on my face, which had freaked me the fuck out as a kid the first time she told me that. I don’t know what Sara saw in me. When I looked into my eyes in the mirror, the abyss looked back.

      “Primping for your girl already?” Pat teased. “Try not to get us in a wreck. It would be…awkward.”

      “Yeah, that’s an understatement.” With my luck, I’d probably get busted for smuggling exotic pets or some shit like that.

      I make the drive out to the mountainous, wooded area pretty often, and the radio is worthless, so Sara bought me a satellite subscription for my birthday. It definitely made the trip go faster. We had the tunes cranked up from a channel that played all the ones we listened to in high school. For a while, we just watched the road go by and enjoyed the music. But I knew Pat, and from the way he fidgeted, I figured he wanted to ask me something and didn’t quite know how.

      “Just spit it out,” I said finally. “Whatever it is you want to ask. I’m hard to offend.”

      “And yet you give offense so easily,” Pat deadpanned.

      “I’m a giving kind of guy. What’s on your mind?”

      He licked his lips, a tell that doomed him in our regular poker games. “Were you serious about one of the guys we’re meeting being a vampire?”

      “Yep. And the other one is a shifter. You’ve already met Gus, the one who’s ‘corporeally challenged.’” A vampire, a shifter, and a ghost walk into a bar...

      “I’m just trying to figure out what to expect,” Pat replied. “Is he more Dracula or Lost Boys?” He leaned forward and black hair fell into his face, a contrast to his pale skin and blue eyes.

      I had to laugh at the mental picture of a ritzy guy in a cape, or a young Kiefer Sutherland because neither one came close. “His name is Otto. He came here from Germany back in the eighteen-hundreds to work in the coal mines around Pittsburgh and got turned on his way home from the night shift.”

      “So how did he end up being one of your game wardens?” Pat had a pretty open mind about the supernatural side of things, and he looked intrigued.

      “It’s more of a community service kind of thing,” I replied. “Otto got caught with a bloody body in arms. Long story short, by the time it was done, I got called in. We talked some while I helped look into the crime, and when he found out about the relo center, he volunteered to help.”

      “He killed someone?” Pat’s eyebrows practically crawled into his scalp.

      I shook my head because I didn’t want that impression to take root. “No. Otto swore off drinking people a long time ago. He drinks animal blood. But that night, he was in the wrong place at the wrong time: he stumbled on some rogue vamps feeding and got roughed up pretty bad. When they left him, he was weak enough that he was tempted, and that’s when he got caught. Fortunately, the victim survived, and the blood covering Otto was his own. He felt bad about almost slipping and wanted to pay back that I got him out of a bad spot, so he volunteered to help.”

      Thankfully, Pat didn’t ask how we happened to “hear” about Otto’s arrest. I’m pretty sure Pat suspects that some of the things that go into monster hunting aren’t entirely legal, but he might balk at knowing we routinely monitor the police blotter looking for our kind of problems.

      “So Drac the coal miner?”

      “He looks like a regular working guy,” I replied. “No cape. But to be honest, I think that some of the cryptids behave better with him around. Apex predator and all.”

      “What about the shifter? Is he a werewolf?”

      “See, this is how harmful stereotypes cause discrimination,” I said. “Werewolves and shifters are completely different—and neither of them are like you see in the movies. It took getting to know one up close and personal for me to learn the difference.” I smiled to myself thinking of Donny and wondered how I ever considered that boy to be a werewolf.

      Pat clutched his chest in exaggerated dismay. “You are shattering my worldview. I will never be the same.”

      “Asshole,” I muttered, but fondly. Pat is a good guy and a good friend. And I didn’t want him to arrest me.

      “So this shifter guy—”

      “Tristan.”

      “Tristan. Can he only change during the full moon? Are either of them going to bite me?”

      “No to both. Otto swore of biting people a long time ago. Tristan was born a shifter, not turned by a bite.”

      “What did he do to get stuck herding cryptids?”

      I glanced over, surprised. “Huh? Nothing. I asked Tristan to help out because his community isn’t far away, and we got talking about the cryptid preserve one time, and he said he wanted to help.”

      “Every time I think I’ve reached maximum weirdness, you take it to another level.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment, helping you level up,” I replied with a grin.

      We’d had the state highways pretty much to ourselves for much the drive. There’s not a lot of traffic out this way if it isn’t hunting season. Twitchy had been quiet in the back. I didn’t know if that was because he was sleeping off a full belly from bingeing on all those apples, or because we’d roofied him. I had to admit, I felt a bit like the wicked queen in Snow White, offering drugged apples.

      A Suburban came up on the right side of the truck, with a German Shepherd sticking its head out of the window. I guess he smelled Twitchy, or maybe he just saw the moon, but the dog started to howl.

      I’d always wondered what an Albatwitch sounded like. They’re fairly quiet creatures, and pretty harmless, except for the apple fastballs.

      Apparently they sound like a cross between an air-raid siren and a Canadian goose trying to sing opera. The godawful noise made Pat and me cringe, but there was no way to turn down the volume.

      The dog in the SUV must have been feeling competitive because he managed to sound like an entire wolf pack, all on his own. I couldn’t tell what the driver of the SUV made of the hullabaloo, but it didn’t surprise me when the other vehicle took off like it had a rocket in the back. The dog howled until they disappeared from sight.

      So did Twitchy.

      “Can’t you make him shut up?” Pat asked, with his fingers shoved in his ears.

      “He’s supposed to be unconscious,” I shot back. “You helped me drug the apples.”

      “Obviously we either got the dose wrong, or your vet never tranqed an alba-whatever.”

      “Yeah, I figured that out.”

      “Maybe we just got him drunk,” Pat said, looking like he was in pain. I had a headache building, and we still had a ways to go before we got to Kane. “Maybe he’s like the guy at the bar who thinks he’ll ace karaoke if he just sings louder.”

      “Is this what it’s like when you’ve got the siren going in your patrol car?”

      “No. Not at all. Absolutely not,” Pat replied, knowing I was messing with him.

      “Aw, c’mon. Maybe just a little? You’re just sad because we don’t have flashy-thingys. It’s always better with strobe lights.”

      Pat rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why I hang around with you.”

      “It’s probably my winning personality.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “My suave charm?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “The way I save your ass when monsters show up so you don’t have to explain it to your captain?”

      “Hmm. That might be it.”

      Twitchy was in fine form, rolling through his greatest hits. Maybe the drugs had just lowered his inhibitions, and for all we knew, he was shaking his booty to the beat. I was going to need to bleach my brain to get that mental image to go away.

      “Look in the glove compartment,” I said when I couldn’t take it anymore. “I think I have some earplugs in there, from when I had to take out a siren.”

      “I told you, he doesn’t sound like any kind of siren—”

      “Not that kind of siren. The ones that caused sailors to have shipwrecks in those old Greek stories. I had to have earplugs so I didn’t hear the song.”

      Pat rooted around in my glove compartment, and I worried for a moment, wondering if I had anything blatantly illegal in there. The tools of the monster hunting trade aren’t all street-legal, and sometimes they come through dicey channels. To my relief, Pat either didn’t notice anything amiss or gave me a pass by not mentioning it.

      “While technically, you’re not supposed to wear these while driving, I won’t tell if you don’t.” He shoved plugs in his ears and then held two out to me.

      That helped. Of course, with my ears plugged up, I could hear my blood rushing through my veins, but that was still better than listening to Twitchy, who seemed to be channeling his inner Mariah Carey to hit the high notes. I just hoped he couldn’t shatter glass.

      A while later, we finally turned off the main highway and headed down a smaller road, then down a gravel drive. This was the middle of nowhere, with thick forest on all sides. I reluctantly removed one earplug, because I’ve learned the hard way that when I’m out in the woods, I need to keep all my senses sharp. That’s when I realized Twitchy had gone silent.

      As grateful as I was for the relief for my eardrums, the sudden silence worried me. I didn’t know if he’d just worn himself out, run out of songs he knew, or…did he sense a predator out there he didn’t want to attract?

      Night had fallen, and under the trees, the dark seemed darker. I knew my way around this area, but I never made the mistake of letting my guard down in the forest. That mistake was the kind someone only made once. I knew how to hunt monsters, and I’d gotten my share of bucks back in the day, but these woods had bears and bobcats, and some folks swore there were still mountain lions prowling these hills.

      “Did he quit howling?” Pat yelled since he couldn’t hear his own voice. I startled and nearly jerked the wheel to send us off the road.

      I pointed at his ears, and he took out the plugs. “Oh. Well, that’s an improvement.”

      Just as I was about to make a smart remark about it all depending on why Twitchy got quiet, I looked up to see a tall, pale figure standing in the middle of the highway. Its arms were too long, the body seemed too slender, and the head was larger than it should have been. Not to mention that it had skin stretched between its arms and torso, like batwings.

      “What the fuck is that?” Pat muttered, crossing himself.

      Before I could give an opinion, Twitchy let out a screech of rage that felt like he’d scratched fingernails down my bones. Clearly, he’d been singing out of joy before, because this sound flipped every territorial switch in my hindbrain. The next thing we knew, the tarp ripped free, and apples went flying over the cab of the truck, pelting the creature in the head, chest, and groin.

      Twitchy never stopped screaming, apparently warning off the pale interloper and backing up his threats with apples. The bat-winged cryptid took flight and vanished into the tree canopy.

      “Sounds like Twitchy has short-man syndrome,” Pat laughed. “I guess he needed to mark his territory.”

      “Don’t say—”

      A sound like a hose spraying the bed of my truck filled me with dread, as did the pungent aroma that blended rotting fruit with cat piss.

      “Oh god, I think I’m gonna puke,” Pat said, looking queasy.

      “Not in the truck!” I could hose down the bed, but the upholstery was another story.

      “What was that thing?’ Pat said, sounding like he was doing his best to breathe through his mouth.

      “Looked like a Mothman to me.”

      “Aren’t they supposed to live in West Virginia?”

      “I don’t think he got the memo. We get a few, here and there. If they don’t cause trouble, we leave them alone. Sometimes they just fly away and never come back.”

      “What got the alba-who’s panties in a twist? I haven’t heard that kind of screeching since we had to bust up a bar fight between traveling roller derby teams.”

      “No idea. Maybe the Mothmen carry off Albatwitches and eat them.”

      “I guess the little guy took a page out of the jailhouse survival handbook. If you’re small, you’d better be batshit crazy so people leave you alone.”

      We took another turn onto a road that was easy to miss, which was exactly what we intended when we set up the preserve. The lane dead-ended at a cattle gate. To the average person, it might look like a pasture with an unusual amount of electric fence, but we’d built the fencing to withstand the worst our cryptid guests could throw at it. In addition to being super strong, the fence was warded, spelled, and protected with special magical charms that reinforced its safeguards and made it easy to forget, should someone happen upon it. A couple of witch friends made sure the magic stayed strong.

      “End of the road,” I said, hesitating before I got out because I knew the stench would be even worse up close. I glanced over to see Pat stuff the earplugs up his nose. I guess I wasn’t going to be asking for them back.

      Just as I stepped out of the truck, a man suddenly appeared right in front of me.

      “Jesus, Otto! Give a guy some warning!” I laid my hand on my heart, convinced I might just be having an arrhythmia moment.

      “It’s my nature to move silently,” the German vampire replied, apparently unconcerned with nearly causing a heart attack. “I’ll try to remember to step on twigs next time.”

      I never knew whether or not he was kidding. Vampire humor took a little getting used to. Otto wrinkled his nose, and his brows furrowed. He’d always looked to me like he should be behind the counter in a butcher shop, with strong arms and a body built like a fireplug. It didn’t fit the pop culture myth, but I sorta liked the idea that a regular guy could be a badass creature of the night.

      “Otto! Did you scare another critter into peeing himself?” Tristan sauntered up, a dark-haired, good looking bad boy wearing a flannel shirt, jeans, and boots. He had the easy grace of a ninja—or a wolf shifter.

      “Me? I did nothing. The creature was already rank when he got here,” Otto retorted. He sounded affronted, but the slight tilt of his mouth that passed for a smile gave away his attempt at humor. “Maybe you caused it? After all, dogs lift their leg to mark territory. Everyone knows this,” he added with a sniff.

      “It was a Mothman,” I said because these guys could go on trash talking for hours. I was pretty sure they were kidding since they spent a lot of time together, and nobody was missing any limbs.

      “Wow. I haven’t seen one of those in a while,” Tristan replied. “There used to be one near my town when I was a pup. We chased it like it was a firefly.”

      “And you wonder why there aren’t many around,” Otto remarked. “Probably traumatized it, poor thing.”

      Tristan rolled his eyes. “Our mothers cuffed us up the side of the head because the Mothman could have carried us off. Since it never did, we figured it enjoyed the game as much as we did.”

      Much as I liked the banter, my eyes were watering from the smell. “Let’s get Twitchy out of my truck, so I can find the nearest car wash before his pee eats through the paint.”

      Tristan raised an eyebrow. “Twitchy?”

      I shrugged. “Albatwitch is a mouthful.”

      Otto loosened the load binders that kept the cage in place and lifted it like the solid iron cage, and the creature inside, weighed nothing. He jerked his head toward the enclosure. “You want this inside?”

      “Please.” It never hurts to use manners with an immortal creature of darkness.

      Otto hefted the cage, then leapt over the fence, touching down lightly on the other side. He couldn’t actually fly, he’d told me once, but he moved so quickly and could jump so far that it was hard not to think he’d flown. Otto unlocked the cage, then used his vampire speed to appear back beside us in the blink of an eye.

      “Do you think our new resident is going to cause any problems?” Tristan asked.

      “Do you have any apple trees in the preserve?”

      Tristan frowned. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then you’re probably fine. Thanks for meeting us.” I walked over to a nearby tree and put down a six-pack of beer. “If you see Gus, tell him I left that for him.”

      “Will do. I’ll text you if I’ve got questions,” Tristan said. “You’d better go wash off that stink before you have to burn your clothes. That’s worse than skunk.”

      I figured a guy who could turn into a wolf knew a thing or two about skunks. I thanked Tristan and Otto for their help, and then turned the truck around, hoping we didn’t encounter the Mothman again on our way out.

      “I figured Gus would be here to say hello,” Pat said as we headed down the bumpy road.

      “Gus takes the day shift since Otto works nights,” I replied. “And Tristan has other responsibilities, so he’s not here all the time.” Gus was the ghost of a deer hunter who had fallen out of a tree stand seventy-odd years ago and never left the forest. He’d saved my ass a few times, and I always made sure to leave him some beer, which he somehow managed to consume.

      “That makes sense, in a weird sort of way.”

      “Welcome to my life. ‘Weird’ doesn’t begin to cover it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a frog-man in Woodcock Lake,” Father Leo Morelli said when I answered his call.

      “I didn’t think scuba diving was allowed.”

      “No, Mark. Not a frogman like a Navy SEAL. A frog-man.”

      I have the kind of life where that sentence actually made sense.

      It was a Saturday afternoon, and I had big plans. As in, I was going to take my Doberman Pinscher, Demon, for a long walk, come home and make dinner, and then watch movies and drink beer.

      Demon cocked his head and gave me a confused look. I figured he could tell from the tone of my voice that he was going to get stood up, again.

      “Why is that a problem?” I asked, making a doomed effort to salvage my plans.

      “Because people are likely to take pictures of a five-foot-tall green amphibian that stands on its hind legs,” Father Leo replied, with more patience than I deserved.

      Then again, he is a man of the cloth. Pretty sure patience is a job requirement. I’ve always figured I’m his penance for some big fuck-up earlier in his life. I mentioned that once, and he didn’t tell me I was wrong.

      I took a deep breath and tried to see the problem outside of its impact on my nearly non-existent social life. Pictures like that would be bad. The media would be all over it, and that would cause a lot of trouble.

      Not to mention that Father Leo is a good friend, a poker buddy, and sort of my boss in this monster-hunting business. He’s the parish priest at St. Gemma Galgani, but more importantly, he’s a member of the Occulatum, a secret Vatican organization that hunts monsters. I’m something of a contractor, hired muscle to take care of dangerous supernatural creatures, and relocate other cryptids to where they won’t be noticed. Being a contractor didn’t require a vow of celibacy. That’s just a “perk” of being the opposite of suave and navigating a long-distance relationship.

      Eventually, duty won out. As Father Leo knew it would—he just had to out-wait me.

      “All right. Has Jeremiah hurt anyone?”

      “Jeremiah?” Father Leo asked. Then he groaned because he knew my sense of humor.

      “Yeah. He was a bullfrog.”

      Father Leo was probably praying for forgiveness for wanting to murder me. That’s one more way I help him out, by strengthening his relationship to the Big Man Upstairs.

      “No. There have been people who were startled and fell out of boats, but the frog-man didn’t do anything hostile.”

      “Any odd disappearances of people or animals, cattle mutilations, that sort of thing?”

      “None that I’ve heard about.”

      I hadn’t realized it was possible to “hear” someone pinch the bridge of their nose, but I was pretty sure that’s what Father Leo was doing. Honestly, I wasn’t trying to be difficult. I just wanted to know what I was getting into because it’s those little details that will bite you on the ass.

      “How about teeth? Any teeth?”

      Father Leo sighed. “Frogs don’t have teeth. But all frogs secrete toxins through their skin, so that’s something to keep in mind.”

      Fuck. I remembered reading that little tidbit somewhere, and I hated to think what it meant for a man-sized frog. Getting Jeremiah to go peacefully would be hard enough; I didn’t want to have to fish him out of the lake in a hazmat suit.

      “You know I’ll do it,” I said, and Demon seemed to understand because he huffed and padded out of the room to sulk. “Is it another relocation?”

      “The cryptid preserve doesn’t have a lake, and it might be too far north for this creature,” Father Leo replied. “He’s not dangerous, as far as we know, just conspicuous. I’d suggest transporting him to the Geneva Swamp.”

      “You do remember that a big interstate highway goes over the swamp, right? Wouldn’t that make him more visible?”

      “If they’re driving by at seventy miles an hour, I doubt they have time to notice,” he pointed out.

      “Where did the frog-man come from?” I asked. “Did he grow up at Woodcock and just outgrow it? Because if he’s been there for a long time, how did we miss him?”

      “Good question. The same is true of your Albatwitch. We’ve had reports of creatures suddenly showing up in places where they weren’t seen before. Is someone transporting them? Are they migrating? Or is something else going on?” Father Leo sounded tired.

      I didn’t envy him his job. He ran a small parish, and still had to contend with budgets and committee meetings and give a homily every Sunday. On top of that, he had church politics, including managing his Occulatum contacts, and then the poor fellow had to put up with me.

      At least we had our monthly poker game. Father Leo used his winnings for the church charity fund. When he played with our group of friends, he was just a regular guy in his late thirties who drank beer and enjoyed football. I appreciated that about him, as well as the fact that he didn’t guilt-trip me about my swearing. Then again, when we were in the thick of things on a hunt, I’d heard him cuss like a sailor, too.

      “I’ve got to figure out how to move him,” I said, thinking aloud. “It’s not like I can just plop him in an aquarium.”

      “I am sure you’ll come up with something,” Father Leo said, sounding much more confident than I felt.

      “Wait. Aren’t you coming with me?”

      Father Leo sighed. “I’m sorry, Mark. I can’t this time. I need to meet with my superiors. There are worrisome rumors going around, and we need to figure out whether there’s any truth to them.”

      “What kind of rumors? Is this going to be something that lands in my lap?”

      “Maybe. I’m hoping the whole thing is overblown. Something about immortal mad doctors and off-the-books experiments. Nasty stuff.”

      “Aren’t there supposed to be organizations that regulate things like that? Weed out doctors when they go mad, and oversee their research?” I asked.

      “Yep,” he replied. “And they work about as well as every other regulatory organization. It all comes down to budget, manpower, and whether the person in charge gives a damn.”

      Well in that case, we were screwed.

      Demon padded back into the kitchen, and I reached down to scratch him behind the ears, a consolation prize for not getting to spend the rest of the afternoon sprawled on the couch with me. “All right. Keep me posted. I’ll see what I can do about Jeremiah.” I hung up the phone and found myself humming the bullfrog song.

      As I saw it, there were two big challenges. First, locating the frog-man and subduing him. And secondly, transporting him safely. I’d always been pretty good at catching frogs when I was a kid and figured that most creatures can be lured if you have the right food. Frogs were carnivores, so some tasty fish might do the trick. As for transporting him, I didn’t have a clue.

      Everything I could think of that could hold water and also hold a man-sized frog were either too heavy, too hard to move, or impossible to get on short notice. I was shit out of luck.

      Shit.

      “Hey, Benny,” I greeted the person on the other end of the call when he picked up. “Do you still have those tanks we discussed?”

      Which is how I ended up driving a small flatbed truck with a brand new, plastic septic tank out to Woodcock Lake.

      It was off-season, so there weren’t a lot of people on the lake when I got there. Unlike Conneaut Lake, which is closer to where I live, Woodcock was a man-made lake, an Army Corps of Engineers project for flood control that saw double use as a recreation spot for fishing, boating, and camping—plus a limited area for swimming.

      I hadn’t been out this way in a while, and I paused to enjoy the view. I could understand why Jeremiah might fancy this as a new home. The lake was stocked with fish, so he wouldn’t go hungry. Swimming was limited to one beach, and only small horsepower motors were permitted on boats, so the frog-man had less of a chance of discovery or injury.

      Most of the time, when I’m out in nature, I’m running for my life. It had been a long time since I’d just gone for a hike without tracking something I had to kill or move. I was overdue for a day of fishing, or maybe a weekend camping—just Demon and Sara and me. I sighed, consigning those very good ideas to my “to do” list, and knowing that they were likely not to get done anytime soon.

      As I backed the flatbed down the boat launch, I worked on the one piece of my brilliant plan that I hadn’t figured out.

      How to get Jeremiah into the septic tank.

      I had a live trout and a heavy-duty fishing pole, which I hoped could reel him in. I didn’t want to hurt him, and I wasn’t sure how I would wrangle a man-sized frog into the tank.

      Not having any idea of what I was doing has never stopped me before, and it didn’t slow me down now.

      I got out of the truck, unscrewed the wide-mouth cap on the top, and put down a ramp; then I got my rod and the trout, which was in a big orange Homer bucket. I was just about to try to put a live, wriggling trout on the hook when I spotted something that was an odd shade of green bobbing in the shallows.

      Hunters survive by learning to listen to their intuition. My intuition has, from time to time, needed to beat a bass drum while clashing cymbals to get my attention, but I try to learn from my mistakes. And right now, my gut told me I needed to see what was floating in the weeds. I dropped the trout back into the bucket, unharmed, and left the rod on the ground, then ran to the edge of the lake.

      Jeremiah lay face up, not moving. I watched his pale belly and felt relief when he took a breath, but while I didn’t know the respiration rate of amphibians off the top of my head, I thought it seemed slow and shallow.

      “Fuck.” Now that I was closer, I could see bruises on Jeremiah’s arms and legs. Had a predator gotten to him? Not much around these parts could carry off something that was probably the size of a twelve-year-old boy. An eagle, maybe. But there would be gashes from the talons. A bear would have left different marks. Something about the placement seemed familiar, although right now, I couldn’t make the connection.

      I needed to keep Jeremiah moist, get him into the truck without giving myself a contact high, and then I’d go find Father Leo.

      My truck would have had blankets and tarps, but I had the borrowed flatbed. I took off my jacket, soaked it in the lake, wrung it out, and then used it to gather Jeremiah into my arms without touching his skin.

      The cab didn’t have a back seat, so I was going to have to prop him up shotgun-style and hope the cops didn’t notice. To be on the safe side, I grabbed a gimme cap that someone had left behind and put it on Jeremiah’s head, then turned up the collar of my jacket. It would have to do.

      I love it when a plan comes together.

      For once, I drove the speed limit. I also kept to the back roads, where I was more likely to run into a local cop I might know than a Statie I didn’t. If Jeremiah woke up and freaked out on me, we’d probably die in a horrible, flaming wreck. Thinking about that wasn’t going to help anyone, so I didn’t.

      So far, Jeremiah hadn’t made any noise or moved, other than breathing. I knew that amphibians could slow down their bodily functions when it got cold out to survive the winter, but I was pretty sure they did that tucked into a snug hole somewhere, not floating on the surface of a lake.

      The suspicion that a person hurt Jeremiah grew stronger, and that just pissed me off. I hadn’t come to hunt him, just relocate him somewhere safe, where gawkers and the media would leave him in peace. The idea that some sick mofo had hurt a defenseless frog-man just made me see red. Or, rather, green.

      I got off at the Geneva exit and cast a glance at the swamp, which was going to be Jeremiah’s new home. But he was hurt and vulnerable, and there were things in the lake that would see him as an easy meal. I wasn’t going to rehome him until he had a chance of fending for himself.

      Father Leo was sitting on his porch when I drove up, and he gave me a confused look. That, by itself, is nothing new. In this case, I hadn’t taken the time to call him and give a heads up, so he really had no idea what was going on.

      “Did you get him into the tank?” Father Leo asked, squinting as if he might spot a dark shadow swimming around in the opaque, white plastic container.

      “Nope.” I opened the passenger door and lifted Jeremiah out in an awkward bridal carry, making sure not to touch his skin.

      “Would you mind running a bath?” I asked as Father Leo took in the half-dressed frog-man in my arms.

      God bless the good Father because he didn’t ask questions, disappearing into the house ahead of me. By the time I manhandled Jeremiah into the house, I heard the water filling the tub. We didn’t need to submerge him, just keep him moist. We gentled him into the room-temperature bath, and Father Leo frowned as he noted the bruises.

      “Were those—?”

      “Yeah. I don’t get it.”

      My phone rang, and I saw the call was from Tristan. “Hey, what’s up? Problems with Twitchy?”

      “Hi, Mark. And yes, sort of.”

      I raised an eyebrow and glanced at Father Leo. “I’m with the padre. Gonna put you on speaker.”

      “Oh, hi,” Tristan said, by way of greeting. “Twitchy hasn’t caused any problems. But I was worried because his fur is patchy. If he was getting mange, I figured we’d want to get the crypto vet out here so it doesn’t spread. There is nothing worse than a shifter with mange.”

      I could believe that. “And is it?”

      “No. The hair hadn’t fallen out. It was shaved, like a vet does to give a shot, or attach electrodes.”

      My gaze went to Jeremiah in the tub. I remembered why the location of bruises looked so familiar. They were in the same places I’d had bruises myself when I was in the hospital with an IV.

      “Shit. Does he seem sick?” I asked. “Is he acting funny?”

      “I have no idea how an Albatwitch is supposed to act, so I’m not sure I can give you a good answer on that,” Tristan replied. “I was wondering if he escaped from a lab somewhere.”

      From the look on Father Leo’s face, he was concerned about the same thing—including the nature of the lab in question and who might be running it.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out,” I promised Tristan. “Thank you for letting me know. Please have the guys keep an eye on him and call if anything weird happens.”

      “Define ‘weird.’”

      “Weird for us.”

      “Well, that certainly narrows it down.” The snark was strong with this one. “You got it. Talk to you later.”

      I ended the call and looked to Father Leo. “You said something before about mad doctors. Do you think this is related?”

      He waved me into the kitchen and poured us both cups of steaming coffee to take over to the table. Room and board comes with the priest gig. The rectory was cozy and comfortable, and it included the services of a housekeeper, who tidied up and left prepared meals in the fridge.

      Still not worth a vow of celibacy, although I had to admit that I’d gone without for long stretches and gotten none of those perks.

      “The Occulatum views its approach to non-human cryptids as a form of wildlife management,” he said and took a sip of his brew. “We hunt dangerous monsters to keep them from hurting people. But we also try to protect vulnerable paranormal creatures from danger or exploitation. Hence our support for the preserve, up in the Big Woods.”

      When I’d floated the idea past him initially, I’d been expecting to get turned down. I was surprised when I gained not only his personal support but a check from the Occulatum that paid for the fancy fencing.

      “Which I heartily appreciate,” I said because it was true. “So back to ‘exploiting vulnerable paranormal creatures.’ Are we talking exotic pet collectors? Sideshows and roadside attractions? Or animal testing?”

      Father Leo’s expression darkened. He’s nobody’s pushover, and he’s tough in a fight. But beneath that, he has a good heart for creepy creatures, and for fucked-up people like me. I could see that the problem weighed on his mind.

      “We’re not sure. Until now, there have been some isolated incidents of cryptids showing up where they shouldn’t be, with signs that they’d been…studied. They were out of your territory, which is why you didn’t get called in,” he added.

      “Two in a few days? That’s a lot to be a coincidence,” I replied.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “I can ask Chiara to look into it, see what her sources say.” Chiara Hamilton was a good friend and a fantastic occult researcher.

      “Probably a good idea,” Father Leo said. “I’ve got my Occulatum sources, and I put a call in to Travis Dominick, to see what he might turn up since his resources are…specialized.”

      I didn’t grow up Catholic, so I didn’t understand the first thing about all the different groups like the Jesuits or the Franciscans, beyond knowing they were all priests. Since I started hunting, I’m still irreverent, still unlikely to give up any of my bad habits for Lent, but I’ve gained a whole new appreciation for the complex societies dreamed up by a bunch of guys who don’t get laid.

      Dan Brown barely scratched the tip of the iceberg.

      I knew Travis Dominick from phone calls. Nowadays, he runs a halfway house in a bad section of Pittsburgh, when he isn’t hunting demons with his buddy, Brent Lawson. Brent is ex-military, ex-FBI, ex-cop, and also a private detective. Travis is a former ninja priest who was an asset for the Sinistram, the Vatican’s black ops team. Compared to them, the Occulatum—the group that Father Leo works for—look like Boy Scouts. Travis managed to get out of the Sinistram—I’m still not sure how—but he has access to a secret archive of occult manuscripts in an underground library beneath Duquesne University.

      “Since his resources don’t officially exist, I’d say ‘specialized’ is a good word for it,” I agreed, and took another gulp of java. Hunters run on coffee and whiskey, sometimes separately, sometimes together.

      “The real question is whether whoever is causing the problem is working on their own—or for someone else,” Father Leo replied. He looked worried, which is never a good sign.

      “Either way, it just got worse,” I said, feeling my stomach sink. Father Leo looked out the window, at the black SUV with dark tinted windows that had just pulled up. “It’s the Dynamic Duo.”
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      Father Leo knocked back the rest of his coffee like it had a couple of shots in it. I knew from the set of his jaw and the thin line of his lips that he was just as thrilled to see the newcomers as I was.

      Unlike me, Father Leo would be polite.

      Two guys in black suits, sunglasses, and earpieces strode up to the door like they owned the place. We’d run into them a couple of times before, and I wanted to add their photos to Urban Dictionary under the definition of “entitled asshole”—but it would probably get me renditioned to Gitmo.

      Father Leo opened the door but pointedly didn’t invite them inside. I came to stand beside him, for solidarity. And because I knew my very existence gave these bozos heartburn.

      “Father. Mr. Wojcik. May we come in?”

      “The place is a mess,” Father Leo replied. I happened to know that wasn’t true, but I figured the man said Mass seven days a week, so he had plenty of chances to square up a little white lie with the Big Man Upstairs. “We’ll be fine here.”

      I’d dubbed the two goons “Smith and Jones” when we’d first met them several cases ago. Smith was shorter, and he worked for the Occulatum. Jones, the big guy, looked like he might have been a linebacker before he joined the brute squad. He was CIA. Or at least, that’s what he claimed. They were both trouble with a capital “T.”

      “If it’s not Pinky and the Brain,” I said with a big, fake smile. “I always get confused—which one is which?”

      Father Leo sighed. Jones clenched his jaw, and probably his sphincter. If I could have seen through his dark shades, his eye was probably twitching, too.

      I have that effect on people.

      “Fine,” Jones said, with an exhale that told me he really wanted to mash my skull to pulp. “We’ve been made aware that a dangerous, escaped criminal may be in this quadrant. He has a history of unsanctioned medical experimentation on cryptids and supernaturally-enhanced humans.”

      “Back the fuck up,” I said. “Escaped how? From where? And exactly what counts as ‘supernaturally-enhanced’?”

      Smith fixed his attention on me. If he was glaring, the sunglasses ruined the effect. He has to play nice, because apparently, Father Leo outranks him in the Occulatum. “Escaped from a secret government facility, which has a classified security system that I’m not at liberty to discuss. And ‘supernaturally-enhanced’ means not plain ol’ vanilla mundane.”

      Well, that was helpful.

      The bad feeling I’d gotten when the black SUV pulled up kept getting worse. I opened my mouth to ask another question, and Father Leo elbowed me none-too-gently in the ribs.

      “Name?” he asked, with that bland expression that would have been a mistake to interpret as harmless.

      “Not your concern,” Jones replied. “We’re not expecting you to track, hunt, or attempt to apprehend this man,” he added, glowering at us. “All we want is information, if there’s anything you come across that doesn’t seem…normal.”

      “Nothing we deal with is ‘normal,’” I replied evenly. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

      I knew without asking that Father Leo didn’t intend to say a word about Twitchy or Jeremiah, and I sure as hell wouldn’t. Which reminded me that we had a wounded frog-man relaxing in the tub. Now would be a really bad time for him to wake up.

      So of course, he did.

      The ribbit that echoed from inside the house sounded like Kermit through a subwoofer. I could feel the floor vibrate beneath my feet.

      “What was that?” Jones tensed, hands moving like he meant to go for the gun beneath his really ugly off-the-rack suit jacket.

      “National Geographic,” I replied. “The sex life of Amazonian amphibians.” I raised my hands in mock surrender. “We’re busted. Frog porn.”

      Smith took a half-step as if to come inside. Father Leo said something distinctly unwelcoming in Latin, and Smith backed up like he’d been slapped.

      “Let us in,” Jones demanded.

      Father Leo stood up to his full height, chin raised. “No.”

      “We can get a warrant.”

      “You can try.” Father Leo’s eyes glinted. “This rectory is owned by the parish, which is paid for by the diocese, which reports to the Vatican. My superiors take the separation of powers extremely seriously. This property is covered by the seal of the confessional and the ancient law of sanctuary. So if the Holy Father, or one of the Cardinals, agrees in writing, then we’ll talk.”

      “You can’t do that,” Jones fumed. He turned to his partner. “Can he do that?”

      Smith sighed. “Technically, yes. You could press your case through government channels, but that causes, quite literally, ‘holy hell’ for our superiors. The last guy…remember Hinnerschitz?”

      Jones paled and swallowed hard. I didn’t know what happened to the unfortunately-named agent, but from Jones’s reaction, it hadn’t gone well. He reached up to tug on his collar and cleared his throat.

      “Of course we respect the sanctity of the Church,” Jones replied, in a tone that made it sound like it was his idea all along. “If you become aware of any useful information, we trust you’ll let us know.”

      Father Leo and I watched from the doorway until the SUV was out of sight because neither of us is the trusting sort.

      “Now what?” I asked when the padre had closed the door, and we both poured fresh cups of coffee.

      “Now, I call the cryptid vet and have her take a look at Jeremiah and Twitchy,” Father Leo replied. “See if she can tell what was done to them and whether they’ll be okay.”

      “Since I’ll be asking Chiara to look into things, I think I’ll also ask for any leads on this ‘mad doctor,’” I said. “Unless you already know the name?”

      “No names. Just rumors.” He shrugged. “Would you be surprised to find out that priests gossip?”

      “Shocked,” I deadpanned.

      “The one tidbit I did hear—and it might be complete balderdash—is something about the mad doc being ‘immortal.’”

      “Vamps? Witches?”

      Another shrug. “Don’t know. But when you’re talking to Chiara, you might ask her to go back further than a normal lifespan in the records—just in case.”

      “Since you have to deal with the vet, how about if I call Travis?” I offered, and he nodded, seeming glad to hand off a task.

      We went to check on Jeremiah. He still lay in the tub like he was relaxing after a long day, but his green seemed a bit greener, and his breathing had evened out. The badly timed ribbit had apparently not been a cry of distress.

      “If the vet thinks Jeremiah is up to it, I might let her take the frog to the pond in her back yard. She’s way out in the country, no one around for miles, and the pond has fish in it. Since you don’t have a pond at the preserve,” Father Leo said.

      “Maybe we need to come up with something, for the next time we get a water creature.” I’d have to look into that. “You think you’ll make it to poker night?”

      “Come hell or high water,” he replied with a smile. “Mark—watch your back with Smith and Jones. They might not get away with throwing you in Gitmo, but they can cause a lot of trouble. I don’t think they’re just going to leave town. If you see Blair and Chiara, and your ‘meddling kids,’ tell them to be careful.”

      “Will do,” I promised.

      I spent the rest of the afternoon at the garage and body shop I own in Atlantic. Pete Kennedy, my shop manager, keeps the place running when I have to deal with things that go bump in the night. The guys who work for me don’t know the details about my monster hunting—they think I help out the Park Service when there are feral creatures—but they’re a good group.

      Nothing clears my head like a few hours spent on my back underneath a classic car, one that isn’t all computers and plastic. The smell of grease, motor oil, and gasoline soothes my soul in a way I really can’t explain, and so does working with my hands on something real and tangible.

      By the time we closed for the night, I’d lost some of the tension from earlier in the day. At least my shoulders didn’t feel like they were up around my ears, which was a win.

      I’d called Chiara and Travis to fill them in on the latest situation and ask for their help. I wouldn’t hear back from Travis for a day or two because he needed to go through channels to access the secret archive at the university, but Chiara said she’d tell me whatever she could when I came over for pizza.
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      I pulled into the parking lot for Hamilton Hardware just a little after seven, late as usual. The store was already closed, but Crystal Dreams next door, the coffee shop/bookstore, was all lit up.

      “Hiya, Mark!” Blair Hamilton greeted me with a fist bump when I came through the door. As usual, the shop smelled of fresh coffee and baked goods, which made me suddenly ravenous.

      Blair inherited the family hardware business, taking over when she finished her time in the Army. She backs me up on hunts when I need an extra hand. Chiara is her wife, and they’d been together since high school. Cute couple. Chiara runs the coffee shop and bookstore, which has a doorway to connect it to the hardware store.

      A large dog that looked like a German Shepherd mix padded up from his bed behind the counter in the hardware shop and pressed against my leg. I reached down to scratch his ears, really hoping he remembered his manners and didn’t go for an inappropriate sniff. Donny was a shifter who worked as a guard dog for Blair and Chiara. He was too wolfy for most people and too people-y for the local werewolves. Since there wasn’t a nearby pack of shifters, Donny was stuck trying to run with the weres. It usually didn’t go well. This job seemed to suit him just fine.

      “Pizza’s on its way,” Blair added as if she could read my mind. Maybe she just heard the rumble of my empty stomach.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, looking around.

      “Looking for your ‘meddling kids’?” Chiara joked, coming around the counter with a large coffee for me. “They’ll be here. Have you ever known them to miss Pizza Night?”

      She glanced around to make sure it was just the three of us and dropped her voice. “I got some hits on the info you asked for.” Chiara grabbed a folder from under the register and handed it to me. I put it in my backpack.

      “The short version is, two names keep coming up—Adolph Brunrichter, and Francis Tumblety. They’re either aliases or immortal because they’ve been doctors since the late 1800s,” Chiara told me. “And Brunrichter especially is either a very busy boy, or he’s had some identity theft issues because there’s activity at certain times in too many places to all be one person.”

      “What kind of doctors?” Part of me wanted to sit down and dig into the file, but tonight was important to spend with my crew, and I needed a night off.

      “Surgeons. Shady reputations, linked to bad stuff. Tumblety even made the shortlist of suspects for Jack the Ripper.”

      “Yowza,” I muttered. “Okay. Really bad dudes. How are they immortal?”

      She shook her head. “No idea. Of course, it could be a Dread Pirate Roberts kind of situation—where the names are famous enough, they get handed off from person to person over the years.”

      “Maybe. Thanks. This is helpful.”

      “Wait until you read the whole thing before you decide,” Chiara replied. I knew how good she was at research and at looking for things that didn’t show up in normal searches. She was an ace hacker, so I also knew she would have done some digging in places most people couldn’t get into.

      Just then, the bell over the door jangled, bringing our conversation to an end. Five twenty-somethings tried to enter at the same time, and stumbled, laughing, through the doorway.

      “Hiya, Master Splinter! Kowabunga!” Carl called out when he saw me, breaking into a grin. He pushed his blond hair out of his eyes. His scraggly beard barely covered his acne, but it kept him from looking too young to drive.

      “Scooby gang, reporting for duty!” Kayla added. This week, her brown wavy hair had purple ends. The color changed frequently.

      “It’s all your fault,” Chiara said, with a conspiratorial smile. “You offered them pizza and said you’d train them.”

      Phoebe came in next, with a hand on Jon’s elbow to help him navigate, although he’d gotten a lot better with his white cane since the lamia blinded him months before. Tall, pale, and slender with dark hair and wrap-around sunglasses, Jon rocked a little of the Cyclops vibe. Scott came in last, quiet and wary, making sure to scan the sidewalk in both ways for interlopers before coming inside and locking the door.

      “The pizza’s in the back,” Chiara said, leading the parade and gesturing with a whole-arm swoop to indicate we should all follow.

      Crystal Dreams is Conneaut Lake’s only bookstore. Thanks to Chiara, it not only stocks the bestsellers, but it has a solid selection of science fiction and fantasy, the best gaming manuals, some manga, and LGBTQ books no one else in the area carried. There’s also an occult section we had personally vetted to ensure the information was responsible.

      The backroom hosted activities almost every night of the week. The Cards Against Humanity teen night was open to everyone, but it also offered a safe space for gay and queer kids. On Tuesdays, the Bunko game was really the local coven’s gathering. Other community groups reserved the room for all kinds of activities that brought people together, especially the folks who didn’t fit Northwestern PA’s flannel-and-football culture.

      I hung back, letting the kids eat first. Father Leo and I pitched in money for the pizza, soda, and chips. Chiara donated the cookies—her big Italian family owned the best restaurant in Conneaut Lake, with an awesome bakery.

      Chiara and Blair made sure the food was set out, and then stood to one side, arms around each other’s waists. This part of PA isn’t known for being particularly open-minded, but Chiara and Blair both came from families who had been in Conneaut Lake for a very long time. That familiarity earned them leeway, which they used to make others feel safe and welcome.

      Watching the kids jostle and tease each other, I felt old. Thirty-six isn’t exactly over the hill, but the hunting life speeds up the clock. Blair and Chiara were in their late twenties, and the others were barely legal to drink.

      Once we all had pizza and drinks, we sat down at the table. Donny belly crawled underneath around our feet, waiting for someone to drop food. I’d warned the crew that he barfed when he ate pizza, and they’d be cleaning it up, but I didn’t really expect them to actually get through the evening without passing along plenty of contraband treats.

      A potato chip rose off the table by itself and hovered in mid-air.

      “Quit showing off, Scott,” Kayla said. “You’re just trying to impress Mark.”

      Scott, the group’s fledgling telekinetic, glared at his friend, the budding psychic. “Not cool to rummage through someone’s head, Kayla.”

      “It’s not rummaging if your thoughts are right there, flapping in the breeze like a beach towel on a balcony.” She rolled her eyes at him and grabbed the hovering chip, then popped it in her mouth.

      “Hey, that was mine!” Scott protested.

      “Maybe it had psychic cooties on it,” Carl teased.

      “Have any good dreams lately?” Kayla shot back. “Did you win the lottery yet?” Carl randomly got prophetic dreams that came true, which sometimes made him scared to go to sleep. I looked at him and saw the signs of fatigue, which left me wondering if he’d had a nightmare that he didn’t want to talk about.

      “Lay off him.” Phoebe was the old soul in a young body, but getting visions of future events was a heavy responsibility for someone who, even with our help, still barely had the minimum training to handle her Gift. “There’s nothing fun about spoilers.” She and Carl were close friends, bonded over their similar abilities.

      “The old guy over by the stairs says you make more noise than stray cats at midnight,” Jon announced. We all turned to look, but of course, only Jon, the group’s medium-in-training, could see the ghost.

      “If he wants to rest in peace, why is he hanging around here?” Scott leaned back, making another chip do aerial tricks, and this time, keeping it out of Kayla’s grasp.

      “He says he was here first and muttered something about ‘kids today,’” Jon replied, grinning like there was a secret joke. We were never entirely sure when he was spoofing us.

      “How’s everyone doing with the online classes?” I asked when the joking died down, and their plates were empty. They all worked real jobs—even Jon, who was learning to do computer programming with the help of adaptive software—so training on how to use their talents without hurting themselves or anyone else happened after hours.

      “Good—but everything takes so much time,” Carl said, finishing the last of his soda. “How come it’s not like in the movies, where people just wake up one day able to do stuff?”

      Phoebe smacked him on the arm like an annoyed sibling. “Because they’re movies. Duh.”

      “And the martial arts lessons?”

      “I earned my next belt,” Kayla announced.

      The others all had progress to share as well, and we made sure there was plenty of praise to go around. When I’d stumbled on the group, they had already found each other, but they had no training and no way to protect themselves. That made them sitting ducks for supernatural predators. They’d agreed to use their abilities to help me out when I needed it, I worked with Father Leo and our contacts to get them the training they needed, and the “meddling kids” became a thing.

      “Have you guys run into anything really strange in the last couple of weeks?” I asked. “I’m working on a case, and I could use some new leads.”

      Carl frowned. “I had a really weird dream about this thing that had a body like a dragon, but the head looked like a squid, with all the tentacles where the mouth should be. It was a ‘real’ dream—not just a regular nightmare. They feel different.” Out of all of them, Carl still seemed the most self-conscious about his abilities.

      “That sounds like a snallygaster,” I replied. “Could you tell where it was located? They’re not usually around here.”

      Carl looked up. “Seriously? It’s really real?”

      “Don’t you dream true dreams? Yeah, they’re real. Not very common though.” I didn’t doubt what he’d seen. Snallygasters weren’t something most people had ever heard of, so it would be an odd pick for him to make up.

      “It was rising over a big brick castle,” Carl added and looked sheepish. “I know castles aren’t usually brick. But that’s what I saw.”

      “Okay,” I replied. “That’s good. Anything else?”

      He blushed, as though he thought his next comment might seem ridiculous. “There was a man in funny-looking clothes chasing it, trying to make it come back.”

      “I’m going to have to think about that, but I don’t doubt what you dreamed,” I replied. “Thank you for telling me.”

      “There’s a ghost girl who keeps showing up and telling me that she doesn’t like the monsters in her house,” Jon said abruptly.

      We all turned to look at him. “That’s really specific,” I answered. “Did she tell you anything else?”

      Jon’s abilities had grown stronger faster than those of his friends. Privately, I wondered if it wasn’t nature’s way of compensating for the loss of one kind of sight with another, different sight.

      “She said her name was Penny Michaels, and she lives in the big house with her mother and brother, and the monsters don’t belong there.” He paused. “She wears old-fashioned clothing.”

      “How old fashioned?” I asked. “Have you seen something like what she’s wearing on TV?”

      “Maybe the Depression?” he answered, not sounding entirely sure. I didn’t know how much history he’d studied. “There was a picture in one of my books in school that had people who lived in a coal town, during the Depression. She looked like that. Not fancy.”

      “Did she say where the house was? Or what the monsters were doing?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think she knows where it is. She looks like she might be around ten years old, maybe. Sorry—that’s all I know.”

      “Don’t be sorry—that’s helpful. Now I get to play detective and put the pieces together.” The ghost’s comment about monsters being somewhere they shouldn’t be, along with Carl’s dream about a monster getting away from someone who wanted to catch it sounded like they might have a connection to the mad doctor. If only I could figure out what.

      “You’re not just saying that?” Phoebe looked skeptical.

      I shook my head. “I really mean it. And I’m sorry I can’t tell you more about the case. But if you see or hear anything else related to monsters that don’t belong or are running away—please tell me.”

      It was always a delicate balance of what to tell them and what not to say. They weren’t hunters. I didn’t want to get them killed, either by giving them information that drew them into a situation they couldn’t handle or by bringing them to the attention of people like Smith and Jones—or worse. At the same time, they were adults, and if I wanted their help, I had to treat them that way.

      “I can tell you one more thing,” I added. “There are some men who might come poking around. Two of them look like the Men in Black, from the movies. The other man—I’m not sure yet what he looks like, but he’d be asking nosy questions, about strange things going on around here, or whether people have seen odd creatures. You really don’t want any of them to notice you and what you can do. That would be bad. Dangerous.”

      Once again, I teetered on a fine line requiring judgment I wasn’t sure I had. Maybe an alternative existed between scaring the shit out of them and not having them take the danger seriously, but I didn’t know what it might be. Smith and Jones might haul them away to study like lab rats in some secret government facility. Brunrichter or Tumblety—I didn’t want to think about what their endgame would involve.

      Then we got down to business with the fun part, a cutthroat game of Cards, definitely NSFW. I kinda felt like after this, I might need to go to confession, but then I’d have to repeat what got said to Father Leo. Not that it wasn’t all funny as hell, but my mom would have made me eat Tide pods if she’d have ever heard me say half the stuff that came up in the game.

      Too soon, everyone packed up to go. Phoebe hung behind, waiting for the others to head out. “I, um, had a vision. But I didn’t want to talk about it in front of everyone.”

      I wondered why, since the group had been tight with each other before I came on the scene, but I let her tell me in her own time. “It’s just, they’ll worry. And even though it looks bad, we don’t really know what it means, right? It might not turn out the way you’d think.”

      That worried me, but I managed to stay quiet.

      “I saw a hallway in an old building. Like a school or something. But, the paint was peeling, and it looked abandoned.” Phoebe seemed nervous, and she wouldn’t look at me.

      “There was blood,” she added, almost too quietly for me to hear. “On the floor, on the walls. Fresh. And then I saw you, and you were covered in blood, too. That’s when the vision ended.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, but I wanted to avoid spooking her any worse than she already was. “When you say you saw me covered in blood—was I on the floor, not moving, or up and fighting?”

      “Standing. Running, actually.”

      There’s a lot of fighting involved in monster hunting. Also a lot of running away. I didn’t take it personally.

      “Well, if I was running, I couldn’t have been in too bad shape,” I said, trying to joke her out of worrying. “Thank you for the warning. I will definitely keep it in mind.”

      She flashed me a self-conscious smile and hurried after her friends. Before Chiara or Blair could say anything, Donny let out a howl and ran back into the hardware store.

      “Does he need to go out?” I asked.

      Blair shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      Donny came back, human—and naked as the day he was born.

      “Jeezus, Donny—pants!”

      “Oops.” He flung a hand down to cover himself, but we’d already had a free shot. He came back a moment later wearing gym shorts. “Sorry.”

      Shifters weren’t much for modesty, and we were his adopted pack, but still.

      “I heard what you said, about letting you know if anything weird is going on,” Donny said. “Thought you’d want to know that a shifter disappeared.”

      “Shifter or werewolf?” I asked. I tend to use the terms interchangeably, but now I knew that there actually was a difference. Shifters are born, werewolves transmit lycanthropy through a bite. Technically, Donny is a shifter, but a lot of the packs think “werewolf” sounds more badass, so that’s how they refer to themselves. And there are shifters who can change from human into a lot of other creatures besides wolves. It’s one of those touchy topics I stay out of, since I’m not part of the community, and tempers run hot.

      “Bobcat shifter.”

      That caught my attention because it couldn’t have been easy to trap a creature with the claws and fangs of a wild cat and the mind of a human. “Where and when?”

      Donny scratched his head behind his ear, managing to still look doggy even in human form. At least he used a hand instead of his foot. “I just heard about it, but I’m not the best-connected dog in the pack,” he admitted. It was true. Although Donny’s adorable new shifter girlfriend had helped smooth raised hackles with others of their kind.

      “From what I heard, the guy was just reported missing a week ago, but no one’s completely sure when he disappeared. Bobcats are very independent,” he replied.

      “So he could have been grabbed a while ago,” I finished. This wasn’t good. “Where was he last seen?”

      “He lived near Tidioute,” Donny replied. “Apparently when he wanted to let his cat run, he went into the Big Woods or the state game lands.”

      That area is pretty sparsely populated. Tidioute sits on the edge of the Allegheny National Forest, about an hour from Kane. “So the last time anyone saw him?”

      “He said he was going to go for a run.”

      I nodded. There were plenty of areas that didn’t have improvements like permanent restrooms or picnic shelters, meaning only hunters and real nature-lovers bothered because they remained uncomfortably rustic. Not the worst place to stretch his legs if he needed to exercise his cat.

      “You have a name?”

      “Corey Landon,” Donny replied. He looked a bit sheepish. I knew that it went against a lot of pack pressure to trust humans, and I deeply appreciated the honor. I also realized that some in the pack gave Donny grief for hanging out with humans, but he always told us we were a better pack than they were, and if he had to choose, he’d pick us.

      “Thank you for telling me. I’ll look into it quietly. Not hunting,” I added quickly. “More like specialized search and rescue.”

      Donny gave me a dorky, lopsided grin. “Thank you. We all fight over the differences until someone goes missing, and then everyone’s all ‘shifter unity.’” He rolled his eyes. I understood. Nice to know that some things stayed the same for everyone, furry or not.

      Chiara had been quiet as we cleaned up the community room. I could tell something was on her mind.

      “C’mon. Nickel for your thoughts… ‘cos I’m a big spender like that,” I teased.

      Blair shot her a look that I knew meant, “tell him or I will.” That made me a little nervous.

      “It’s all in the folder I gave you,” Chiara replied. “But hearing the gang talk, with the dreams and visions and stuff, makes me think we’re on the right track about Brunrichter or Tumblety. Pennsylvania has lots of abandoned facilities and ghost towns. I’m going to do some more digging and see what I come up with.”

      “Be sure you look for Penny Michaels,” Blair added. “If her ghost is showing up complaining about monsters, there’s got to be a connection.” Chiara added that to her list.

      “Sounds good,” I said, but my mind was still stuck on snallygasters.

      Snallygasters didn’t usually show up in these parts, but if the mad docs were kidnapping cryptids, that could certainly explain its presence. They looked like winged dragons, with a Cthulhu-like, tentacle mouth inside a sharp, pointed beak, and a single eye in the middle of their head. Add in sharp claws and a screech like a train whistle. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing anyone who saw it would mistake for something else—or easily forget.

      “Carl’s dreams are true,” I said. “Can you please connect with Travis and see what you can find out about snallygasters? Might as well bring Simon Kincaide in on it too, while we’re at it.” Simon was another friend who was both a psychic medium and an expert on lore, since he had a Ph.D. in folklore and mythology. “Since whether we need to rescue Snally from the crazy doc or trap him to get her back to where she came from, I’m obviously going to be getting up close and personal.”

      “Snally?” Blair asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I shrugged. “Gotta call her something, and the full name takes too long to say.”

      Chiara pulled an untouched box of cookies from the family bakery from somewhere and handed it to me. “Because I know how much you love these,” she said, patting me on the arm. This is why she’s one of my favorite people.

      Blair pretended to pout, and Chiara produced a second box for her sweetie. “Did you think I’d forget about you, pooky?” she asked in a sappy, exaggerated voice that made Blair mimic gagging.

      “I surrender. Quit with the pooky-snookums stuff,” Blair protested, raising her hands. I’d known the two of them for years and could vouch for the fact that they were sweet and affectionate with each other, charmingly so. Blair just liked to protest to maintain her badass credentials. Maybe it was an Army thing.

      If I ever got married again, if this thing with Sara turned out to be the real deal, I hoped we’d have a relationship even half as good as what I’d seen between Blair and Chiara.

      “That’s my cue to leave,” I said, “and let you guys get a room.”

      Chiara flipped me the bird. I did the mature thing and stuck out my tongue in reply.

      “Hey—thanks,” I said as I moved toward the door. “For everything,” I added, hoisting the cookies and the research folder. “And what I told the kids goes for you, too. Watch out for Dastardly and Muttley,” I warned, meaning the obnoxious special agents.

      “Will do,” Blair promised. They followed me to the door, gave me hugs, and locked up behind me.

      Just in case, I stayed on high alert as I walked to my truck, on the lookout for dragons, crazy doctors, and know-it-all men in black.

      I unlocked the door and climbed inside, then patted the dash affectionately. “That-a girl, Elvira. Demon’s waiting for us at home. Let’s blow this popsicle stand.” I had a dorky Doberman, a six-pack of beer, fresh cookies, and a couple of shows I’d been waiting to stream.

      Do I know how to live it up, or what?
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      I headed out the next morning to Tidioute, looking for the missing bobcat shifter. Father Leo had church committee meetings, and Tristan was afraid that if there were any other cat-shifters in the area who knew about Corey, they would sense his wolf and clam up. Sara had guests at her bed and breakfast and couldn’t leave during the day. So that left me all by my lonesome, with Blair and Chiara promising to feed Demon if I got home late.

      The beautiful, desolate countryside isn’t for everyone. Cold, too. The folks who stick around love the outdoors. Those yearning for more refined pastimes or warmer weather go elsewhere. That made it perfect for shifters.

      Like a lot of towns in Pennsylvania, Tidioute’s glory days were behind it. It boomed back when oil was first discovered before the Civil War, along with Drake’s Well and other places most people haven’t heard of. Houses, saloons, and a brothel quickly followed the money and left just as fast when the oil ran dry. Fewer than a thousand people lived in town now, and I had a sneaking suspicion that at least some of those who stayed knew more about bobcat shifters than they were telling.

      Big surprise—I didn’t have a solid plan for what I was going to do once I got there.

      Pat Carmody had a friend of a friend on the police force in Tidioute. Backwoods PA is ridiculously connected like that. So at least I had a contact. The person I really wanted to talk with was Joel Landon, Corey’s older brother. That meant Joel was also a shifter, and he might have some ideas about what happened to Corey. If I could get him to trust me and talk.

      Assuming I didn’t end up as kitty chow.

      I always felt nervous walking into police departments. Same with hospitals. Nothing good has ever happened to me in either place. But I had Pat’s word he had asked his friend to help me out, and I was paid up on my parking tickets. So I plastered on a confident smile, put a little swagger in my walk, and headed inside.

      “Sergeant Bill Plummer, please,” I told the officer at the front desk. “Lieutenant Pat Carmody, Meadville PD, sent me.”

      The officer looked me up and down. “You’re with the Meadville police?”

      “Consultant.”

      He signaled to a guy I figured must be Plummer. He was maybe an inch taller than my six-foot-two and probably had twenty pounds on me. I wagered I was in better shape, what with wrangling monsters and all.

      We did the smile-and-stare stand-off, which is polite society’s substitute for just whipping out our dicks and measuring them. After a moment, he blinked, which I took as a win. I followed him to his desk.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Wojcik?” Plummer asked. Of course, he mangled my name. It’s “voy-chick,” not whatever he said. I didn’t correct him. I’m used to it by now, and trying to get him to say it right would only poke the bear.

      “Some people in the Meadville/Conneaut Lake area have been reported missing, and they fit a similar profile to Corey Landon. I figured I’d drive out and see if there’d been any progress on Corey’s case. Might bode well for the others.”

      Plummer gave me a squint-eyed stare. “I’m not entirely sure what you mean by Corey Landon’s ‘case.’ You want to explain?”

      Pat had double-checked that Corey’s older brother had filed a report. Either Plummer was trying to bullshit me, or the local cops weren’t taking the report seriously.

      “We’ve had several young men around Corey’s age go missing. They didn’t have any trips booked, family and friends didn’t know of any plans, hadn’t asked off from work or school. Missed social engagements and appointments. Hadn’t made any preparations to be gone—food rotting on the counter, milk gone bad, mail piling up, that sort of thing,” I replied, meeting his gaze just enough to show I wasn’t intimidated, but not throwing down the gauntlet.

      I hate alpha male pissing contests.

      Plummer shrugged. “Didn’t you ever get a wild hair up your ass when you were that age?” He didn’t try to pronounce my name again, for which I was grateful. “Maybe he met a girl. Or a boy? You never know these days. Could have decided to go to the big city and live it up for a while.”

      He shook his head. “Boys that age don’t think about anyone but themselves. They get a thought in their heads and chase it, and it doesn’t even occur to them someone might worry, or what kind of a mess they’ll have when they get back. Eventually, they come limping home, when their money runs out.”

      “So you’re not concerned?”

      “Not really. There’s no sign of foul play. No threats. Sounds to me like bad decisions and youthful indiscretions. Nothing to get worked up about.”

      I did a slow blink, trying to rein in my temper before my mouth landed me in the lock-up. Plummer was either lazy or completely checked out—or both. I didn’t pick up that he felt different about Corey in particular, as in maybe he suspected the Landon boys weren’t entirely human and had it in for them. He just didn’t care. No body, no blood—not his problem.

      “Well, I’m glad we talked,” I said. “I’ll let Pat know we connected. Thanks for your time.”

      “Sorry you drove all the way out here for nothing,” Plummer replied, not looking very sorry at all. “Since you’re here, might as well try some of the pie over at Wood’s Diner. It might not be completely worth the drive, but it comes close.”

      I nodded my thanks and walked out before he could come up with a reason to make me stay.

      After I left the police department, I drove past the Landon house. Corey was twenty-five, practically a cub given shifters’ long lives. Joel was twenty-eight. Their father had been out of the picture since they were kids, their mother died of cancer two years ago, and the brothers currently shared the family home. Since Tidioute didn’t look like it had a huge supply of apartments for rent, that was probably a good choice. At least until one of them got ready to settle down. Assuming we found Corey alive.

      The ranch house was tidy and well-maintained. I wasn’t ready to knock on the door just yet, so I kept driving. The next stop was Wood’s Diner, where Corey had been working as a short-order cook, and Joel picked up extra hours waiting tables. I parked and walked in, taking a moment to enjoy the smell of fresh coffee and the blue plate special.

      A glance at the tower of different pies and cakes in a refrigerated case near the register told me that whatever lies Plummer might have told me about Corey, he had told the truth about the pie. It looked amazing.

      I headed straight for the register and ordered a cup of coffee and a piece of cherry pie to go, glancing around to get my bearings. Wood’s had a 1950s decor that had probably gone out of style and come back as retro. It looked authentic, as did the choices on the hand-lettered reader board over the pass-through to the kitchen. The tables were packed, which spoke well for the food.

      “Will that be all?” a motherly woman asked as she rang up my order. I dug out my wallet, figuring cash left fewer traces, and handed her a bigger bill than necessary.

      “Actually,” I replied, doing my best to look like something had just come to mind, “my brother wanted me to ask about a friend of his when I was in town. Corey Landon. Do you know where I could find him?”

      The woman gave me a look that told me I hadn’t won her confidence. “No idea. Haven’t seen him around lately. Sorry.”

      I shrugged, trying to act like it didn’t matter. “Hey, I asked. I can tell my brother I tried.” She grunted in response like she didn’t care or didn’t believe me. Maybe both. I thanked her again, grabbed my coffee and pie, and headed out.

      Hanging around cops has its advantages. I’ve learned a lot about how they do their jobs. Sometimes, they go looking for a suspect. Other times, they let the suspect come to them. I’d tried the first approach and struck out. But if Joel was still connected to the small-town grapevine, then I’d been visible enough about poking around I figured he might find me.

      Since it was a nice day, I took a stroll, drinking my coffee and having a look around. Tidioute had that hard-worn look so common in most rural Pennsylvania towns. Like a prizefighter who isn’t ready to go down for the count, but who knows his best days are in the past.

      Besides an oil boom, the town had once been famous for the knives made by local companies, including one of my favorites, Ka-Bars. Those suckers have saved my hide more times than I want to count. So, the town had that in its favor, as far as I was concerned. Except that, of course, the knives weren’t made there anymore.

      I could see traces of better days in the remaining Victorian mansions, most of which were well-preserved. The small downtown put on a good face for the tourists who came for fishing competitions or outdoor adventures. I gave the locals credit for making the best of the situation and wondered again how many were shifters.

      I stopped when I found a bench and sat down to eat my pie. The cop hadn’t lied—it was pretty damn fine. I leaned back, enjoying a moment in the sun, and sipped my rapidly cooling coffee.

      A young man crossed in front of me, then sat on the far end of the bench. I’d noticed him following me since the diner, but figured he needed time to size me up. He was solidly built, with dark blond hair and brown eyes. His compact, muscular body moved with a cat’s assurance.

      “Who are you, and why are you looking for Corey?” He didn’t look at me when he spoke, as if he’d commented on the weather or the Steelers.

      “Joel?”

      “I asked first.”

      I tossed my empty cup and the pie container into a garbage can and tried not to turn toward my skeptical new companion.

      “My name’s Mark Wojcik. I get involved in situations that don’t add up to the regular cops. And I don’t think Corey just went out for a run and forgot to come back.”

      “I’ve heard your name. You’re a hunter. What’s it to you? Or were you going to hunt him, too?” There was no mistaking the edge in Joel’s voice. I couldn’t blame him.

      “I only hunt things that hurt people. Otherwise, live and let live. Right now, I’m hunting the men I think hurt your brother. I don’t know whether or not we can rescue him, but one way or the other, I want to make damn sure those sons of bitches are stopped.” My gut said honesty was the way to play this, but when he didn’t say anything, I worried that I’d guessed wrong.

      “I’m Joel,” he admitted. “The cops don’t believe Corey’s actually missing.”

      “Yeah, I picked up on that. I take it that they don’t know…about your family?”

      I could see him sizing me up out of the corner of my eye, trying to decide how much to trust me. “No. They don’t.”

      “A guy like Corey doesn’t get lost in the woods. And I don’t think he’d up and leave on his own. It’s not hunting season, so we can probably rule out an unfortunate accident.” Shifters around here knew better. “What’s left?”

      “Corey doesn’t have much money. We aren’t related to anyone important. He doesn’t have anything valuable enough for someone to kidnap him.”

      “It’s not about what he has. It’s about what he is.” I let that settle, staying silent while Joel processed my words.

      “You think that’s why someone took him?” Joel looked rattled.

      “I do. But I’d like to retrace the last places we know Corey went and see what we find.”

      He thought for a moment and then nodded. “Okay. I can show you. I need to get back to work at the diner, but I’m off in two hours.”

      “That works. Where do you want to meet me? We can take two cars.” I wanted to set him as much at ease as possible, given the situation.

      “Alright. Meet me in the parking lot by the diner, and you can follow me from there.” Joel got up and headed off before I could ask for a phone number. That made it easy for him to disappear if he changed his mind. Although from the look on his face, I didn’t think he’d ghost on me.

      I ended up going back to the diner and getting the meatloaf special, which was as tasty as I’d hoped. To my surprise, the restaurant had wifi, so I checked the headlines, found them to be as depressing as ever, and then looked at email. I’d asked for a booth in the back against the wall since one came open just as they were seating me. That way no one could sit behind me and read over my shoulder, always a concern with the kind of messages I got about bloodshed and monsters. I guess most people don’t have autopsy photos pop up in their inbox. Lucky them.

      Travis sent me some files about snallygasters, and Chiara shot me a quick note that she was hot on the trail of some promising leads. Once I knew nothing more than usual was on fire, I pulled out the folder Chiara had put together, and started to look at her research notes.

      Brunrichter and Tumblety had very long rap sheets—longer than a regular mortal life. I agreed with Chiara that Brunrichter, in particular, was probably a mash-up of several people who had claimed his name over the years, in various locations.

      He’d purchased a house in Pittsburgh that was the scene of a sensational murder in 1900, and legend held that a year later when the neighbors reported hearing screams coming from the house, the cops found a basement operating room with headless corpses, but Brunrichter himself had skipped out. After that, Brunrichter sightings were reported in many cities, including back in Pittsburgh, always associated with scandal and death. Some claimed he didn’t actually exist and was just a figment of urban legends.

      Francis Tumblety’s history, on the other hand, had better documentation. He’d emigrated from Ireland, spent years fleecing the public as a quack doctor and snake-oil salesman, before his eccentric behavior and lack of real medical credentials landed him as a suspect for the shooting of Abraham Lincoln as well as the crimes of Jack the Ripper. His path crossed with Brunrichter often, sometimes working their dubious schemes together, and at other times, rivals.

      Interestingly, sightings for both doctors continued, separately and together, over the decades, which made me think Chiara was on to something about them either being immortal or that others had taken their names to hijack their dark reputations. Over more than a century’s time, the two crazy doctors had been associated with a lot of bad stuff, including eugenics, experiments on unwilling human test subjects, fringe science, and even collaborating with the Nazis during the Second World War.

      That didn’t surprise me. I’d heard stories about hunters who’d gone looking for the worst of the Nazis, during and after the war. Monsters like Mengele, who had also experimented on cryptids. The psychos always seemed fascinated with the idea of either controlling creatures or engineering them into something more.

      What struck me was a note Chiara added at the bottom, “Interest in cryptids and creating either super-animals or super-humans was a thread throughout both men’s careers.”

      Which tied in too well for comfort, given the current situation.

      Shelley, my server, kept my coffee cup full and cleared away my empty plate. I waved off a second piece of pie, although it took fortitude. Then again, staying alive in this line of work means needing to be able to outrun things that want to eat you, so I had more incentive than most people to stick with a fitness plan.

      No one bothered me as I worked, but that didn’t stop them from noticing. I chalked it up to this being a very small town, and me not being a local. We were in between seasons that would bring deer hunters, fishing enthusiasts, or leaf-peeping tourists to town, so any easy reasons for me being here didn’t hold water. I pretended I didn’t notice them noticing me and tried to look as non-threatening as possible.

      I gathered all my things before my meeting time with Joel. Being late wasn’t an option. I paid my check, left a generous tip, and got a cup of coffee to take with me. As I headed out, most people didn’t pay any attention, but two or three watched me go, and I wondered if they were just busybodies or if there was a darker reason for their interest.

      If I learned anything from Stephen King’s books, it’s that small towns are magnets for murder and creepy people. I didn’t plan to take any chances.

      By the time I stowed my stuff in the truck, Joel pulled up in a blue Focus. “Still interested?” he asked, and I couldn’t tell which answer he hoped to hear.

      “Abso-fuckin-lutely,” I replied. “Lead on. I’ll follow.”

      We wound through the town’s streets and then headed toward the forest on a state highway that had very little traffic. Despite the situation, I marveled again at the scenery. This section of my home state is wild and empty, and in my humble opinion, under-appreciated.

      Joel led me to a deserted trailhead parking lot inside the Allegheny National Forest. I parked next to him and walked over to where he stood, just a few yards away from his car.

      “This is where we found Corey’s car.” He pointed to the empty parking space in front of him. “We tried to get the cops to consider it as proof he’d been kidnapped, but they said there wasn’t any blood or evidence of foul play, and that was it.” Joel’s tone made his feelings clear.

      “After they left, I shifted and went over it myself. I didn’t pick up anyone else’s scent—human or animal. No blood—that was a good thing.”

      He stared at the spot as if his brother might suddenly rematerialize. “Corey’s stuff was in the car, and it didn’t look like anything was missing or had been gone through. I know he went for a run in his cat form because his clothes were folded on the back seat along with his shoes, and he left his wallet and phone in the glove compartment.”

      “Keys?” The idea of being able to change shape intrigued me, although with my luck, I’d have been a were-wombat or something equally unimpressive. Maybe a were-badger? At least they had attitude. I forced myself back to the conversation.

      “Corey had a collar made with my phone number on his name tag, and a little pouch for a key. That way if he got hurt or accidentally captured, someone would know he belonged to someone and I’d come get him, and if not, he could get back in the car.” Joel’s sad, fond tone broke my heart.

      “You guys were close?”

      Joel didn’t look at me, but he nodded and swallowed. “Yeah. Mom worked long hours after our dad skipped out. The clowder—that’s what bobcats call their pack—helped out a lot, but still, it was hard. I picked up odd jobs to help out, trying to be the man of the family,” he added with a snort. “Corey decided to take over the house stuff to lend a hand, which meant making dinner, packing lunches, and fussing at Mom and me like an old hen, when he was still really a kid himself.” He managed a wistful smile.

      “Then when Mom got sick, Corey and I juggled our hours so someone could be with her, but she had more patience with him, so he got stuck with the bulk of the work. He never complained. I tried to help, but I guess Mom was trying to free me up to work and didn’t realize it took both of us working to cover the costs.” He gave a self-conscious shrug. “Then she died, and it’s just been the two of us. The house was paid for, plenty big for just him and me, so we stayed put.”

      It sounded like the boys had gotten the shitty end of the stick. I could see where some people in town might think Corey had seen his chance to escape and taken it. But Joel knew him better than anyone, and I trusted Joel’s instincts. It also seemed out of character that a guy who had been so responsible would suddenly chuck it all to run away.

      “Did Corey have any enemies?” Normally, I’d leave questions like that to the cops, but having seen Officer Plummer in action, I figured I’d better check off all the boxes.

      “Corey? Nah. Both of us keep a pretty low profile. We go to work, come home and fix dinner, watch movies, or play video games.”

      “Do you spend much time with the rest of the clowder? Has there been any talk about where Corey might have gone?”

      Joel looked lost and disappointed. “They didn’t really take his disappearance seriously at first.”

      “At first?” I turned in a slow circle, looking at the forest all around us. It wouldn’t take much for a regular human to get dangerously lost out here. That happened to dozens of hapless hikers every year. But a bobcat shifter wasn’t likely to have trouble finding his way back or to turn an ankle and be stranded in the wilds.

      “They all told me that Corey had taken off to stretch his wings, like that would make me feel better about being worried sick and abandoned,” Joel replied. “But when I mentioned what I found when I went looking for him in my fur, some of the older people started acting really weird.”

      That got my attention. We had plenty of daylight, and no one else was around, so I pressed for more information. “Tell me.”

      “When I found the car, I let my cat loose on the trails,” Joel replied. “I could follow Corey’s trail for a little bit, and then it just disappeared. I picked up another person’s scent at that point, and it was…not normal.”

      “Not normal, how?”

      Joel frowned like he was trying to figure out how to put his cat-senses into words. “Unnatural. Abnormal. Wrong. My cat just knew something was very strange, in a bad way.”

      “Like another creature took him?” I couldn’t help wondering if the Mothman or the snallygaster could make off with an adult male bobcat.

      He shook his head. “It didn’t have a smell like a regular person or an animal—or even a shifter. It smelled…dead-ish. Or at least, not alive in the normal way.”

      My eyebrows rose. “A vampire, or maybe a ghoul?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. But when I told the older members of the clowder—the ones who are over one hundred human years—they acted like I’d seen the boogeyman. Started whispering that the ‘bad doctors’ were back.”

      That got my attention. “Bad doctors?”

      Joel grimaced. “Their term, not mine. Apparently, about a century ago, during the Depression, this area had a poor farm—where people could go when they didn’t have anywhere else. Times were hard, and while most of the shifters managed to avoid the place, some weren’t so lucky. The older people had heard stories about bad doctors who found out about shifters and tried to ‘study’ them or use them for ‘research.’ The ones they took to their lab didn’t come back.”

      “Do you remember the names of the doctors?”

      “I wish I did, but they were both unusual.”

      “Brunrichter and Tumblety?” I prompted.

      His eyes went wide. “How did you know?” Then he made the connection, and his expression crumpled. “You think they took Corey. They’re the men you said you’re hunting.”

      “I’m sorry. I hope for both your sakes that I’m wrong. But whoever or whatever these mad docs are, at least one of them is back, and hurting cryptids. My money is on Brunrichter. Kidnapping shifters—if he’s behind this—means he’s ramping up.”

      He looked at me, confused and worried. “But what are these bad docs if they’re that old? Shifters? Werewolves? Vampires? Witches?”

      All I could do was shrug. “For all I know, they made a deal with the Devil or worked dark magic. But I don’t think they’re fully human anymore—if they ever were.”

      He looked a little freaked out, and I didn’t blame him. After a moment or so, he took a deep breath. “How about if I take you on the loop Corey usually ran, and then if you have time, I can drive you over to where the old poor farm used to be.”

      Every county in Pennsylvania had a poor farm, thanks to the Victorians. Like the mental asylums and tuberculosis sanitariums of the same era, the compound usually was self-supporting, with livestock and a working farm. And like those other institutions, the high-minded ideals that created the facilities were too often lost in translation, leading to abuse and abysmal conditions. What was supposed to be a safe haven too frequently became a way to force those who had nowhere else to go into unpaid labor.

      “It’s gone now?” I asked as we headed into the forest.

      “It sat empty for a really long time, and they finally tore it down last year. Some of us ran through it when we were kids, on a dare. Spooky as fuck.”

      Considering the nightmarish treatment, the high death toll, and the unmarked, unlamented graves common in such places, that didn’t surprise me at all. But if the building was gone, it wasn’t currently the mad doc’s secret lair.

      I followed Joel onto the trail, a well-marked path covered with bark mulch. Given the conversation we’d had, I figured he needed some time to collect himself, and I didn’t have more to say, so we walked in silence, just taking in the scenery. It’s not a virgin forest like some places out West. All this area was clear-cut, once upon a time, and then abandoned as the timber companies moved on. The government took the unwanted properties, made them into a national forest, and managed it back to health. I’d heard that this section of PA was one of the least populated places east of the Mississippi. Out here in the woods, I could totally believe that.

      “It’s not a big circuit,” Joel said after a long time. “We’ve gone up over a ridge, down the other side, and doubled back. But it’s a pretty trail, not very busy, with plenty of bunnies and squirrels if he wanted a snack.”

      Since I’d eaten both at some point in my life, I really couldn’t say much, although I much preferred a chocolate caramel protein bar, myself.

      I didn’t expect to find any clues to Corey’s disappearance on the trail. Joel had been over it in human and cat form, and in the days since Corey went missing it had rained, and there could have been other hikers. But being out here and seeing the area for myself strengthened my gut feeling that someone had managed to get the drop on him and carry him off.

      “In shifter form, would Corey have been as vulnerable to a tranq dart as a regular bobcat?”

      Joel’s eyes widened in alarm before he realized why I was asking. “We’re somewhat more resilient than non-shifter bobcats, but yeah, if the dose was right. You think someone drugged him?”

      I nodded. “I can’t prove it. But it makes sense if someone wanted him because they knew he was a shifter. It’s isolated out here, and the odds are low that anyone would notice even if whoever did this dragged an unconscious big cat out to the parking lot in broad daylight.” An adult male bobcat was the size of a medium-sized dog, about thirty to forty pounds heavy, two feet tall and three feet long, not counting the tail. Not exactly a lion, but too big to tuck into a pocket by far.

      “Why? If that mad doctor is somehow still alive, what is he going to do with Corey? Is he going to, oh God, experiment on him?” Joel looked like he was going to puke, and I didn’t blame him. I wished I could offer a good answer, but I didn’t want to lie.

      “I don’t know. But we’re going to find out.”

      Anger burned in Joel’s eyes, and for a few seconds, I swore I saw his eyes change from brown to dark yellow, like his inner cat. “Count me in. If you need help, I want a piece of that guy. And if there’s any chance Corey might still be alive.” His voice broke. “Then hell, yes. Sign me up.”

      “I might just take you up on that.” Joel seemed like a decent guy and having a shifter predator on our side wouldn’t hurt. I normally didn’t like to involve civilians, but Joel had skin in the game. I knew what it felt like to lose my brother to a monster—and want revenge. And if we could rescue Corey, that would be wonderful, but I didn’t want to hold out false hope.

      “There’s something else one of the old folks mentioned when they were talking about the mad doctors,” Joel said, as we headed back to the parking lot. “She said that when the docs got run off from the poor house here, they went to other counties, and then someone else said they’d heard tell the docs went to some secret government facility down South.”

      Lovely. Probably coming up with shifter super soldiers. I squeezed my eyes shut against the headache I felt building. Father Leo was going to love my report. Maybe I should just drop off some whiskey with it, to ease the stress.

      This time, Joel and I exchanged contact information, so I could call him in if we needed the cat cavalry. I told him I’d be in touch if I found anything out about Corey and headed out to the preserve.

      My mind rehashed everything I’d learned from Joel and the information Chiara had found. I knew she and Simon and Travis hadn’t had time to thoroughly research, but I worried that if Corey was still alive, he had to be running out of time. I thought about calling Father Leo, but I didn’t know how long his meetings went, and figured I’d wait until I got home. Instead, I gave Tristan a call to let him know I was on my way to the cryptid preserve. I figured he needed to hear what I’d learned from Joel, in case Brunrichter or Tumblety were dumb enough to go after any of the wolf shifters.

      The day had grown cloudy, and the temperature dropped. Between the woods, the elevation, and the fact that we were just a few miles from the New York border, it was always damn cold up here, even in summer. The wind picked up, and clouds cast strange shadows across the road as they moved.

      I’d driven most of the way to the preserve before I realized that one of the shadows kept repeating.

      Even though there wasn’t another car in sight on this road, I couldn’t spare a lot of attention for my rear view, since deer could be as lethal as any crazy cryptid. I swear some of those bucks have had all they’re going to take of hunting season and decide to go Rambo on our asses by hurling themselves in front of our cars just for spite.

      Suicidal anarchist deer didn’t really seem that outlandish, after everything I’d discussed today.

      But in the glimpses I could spare, the shadow that showed up over and over was long and pointed on each end like two diamond figures laid end to end.

      Or like wings.

      Pointy fucking dragon wings.

      The snallygaster broke through the clouds, coming in hot behind me. It was just as fugly as the legends promised—with yard-long Cthulhu-style tentacles wriggling from inside a black, sharp beak and a single eye in the middle of its “face.” The creature itself was an off-white, which probably made it easy to hide in the clouds. Taloned feet looked like they could rip off the roof of my truck cab as easy as opening a pull-tab can.

      This stretch of road had solid forest on both sides, with no pullover space, so beyond weaving a slalom course, my evasive maneuvers were limited. The snallygaster opened its beak, the tentacles writhed, and an unholy screech like the sound of a train whistle nearly deafened me.

      The creature dove at me, I swerved, and it shot past with the sound of flapping, leathery wings. It pulled up, came around, and tried again. I veered at the last minute and heard the shriek of metal tearing as talons tore at my tailgate.

      That just made me mad, because no one messes with Elvira.

      I barely glimpsed movement on the road ahead before the Mothman lunged in front of the truck. Tires screamed against asphalt as I left rubber on the road, cutting the wheel so sharply I felt the truck drift.

      Silverados aren’t meant to drift.

      I didn’t dare take my eyes off the road or my hand off the wheel, but with my right hand, I fished around under my seat and brought out my latest new “toy.” I’d been wondering when I’d get a chance to use it, and damned if right the fuck now didn’t seem like a great idea.

      The snallygaster dove once more, but this time, I realized it was after the Mothman and not me. Maybe he looked like an easier snack, or perhaps their species just didn’t like each other. But Snally came at the Mothman, whose wings weren’t any match for the pale tentacle dragon’s. Snally caught the Mothman in her claws, tossed him into the air and caught him again, this time by the legs, and started to rise.

      I opened the Silverado’s sunroof, stuck my Bolo Blaster out, and fired in the general direction of the two feuding cryptids.

      That sweet little piece of new weapons tech fires a bolo with a nine-foot Kevlar tether hella fast, and hooked ends catch in clothing, fur—or in this case, leathery skin—to keep the bolo fastened.

      The bolo hit where Snally’s talons held the Mothman’s legs, wrapping around both. The force of the hit or maybe the tightness of the unbreakable tether threw Snally off her game, and the next thing I knew, she was careening toward my truck.

      All I could do was duck.

      Several hundred pounds of snarled up dragon and Mothman slammed into the bed of my truck, hard enough to make it bounce, and shattering the back window of the cab. Once I realized I was still alive, I unfolded my arms from over my head and sat up.

      “Holy freaking sainted mother of God!” I yelped when I saw the wolf-man standing beside my door.

      Snally stopped whistling and started bleating like a terrified sheep. And in case I’d ever wondered what noise a Mothman made, it’s a high-pitched squeal.

      The wolf-man gave me a look that warned me to stay put, and held up one hand palm out, in case I didn’t get the message. Then his body wavered, bones realigned, and instead of a furry person, I saw a large wolf with dark brown hair who sat down and barked once, then let his tongue loll.

      We were too far from home for it to be Donny. “Tristan?” I asked.

      Two barks, apparently, means “yes.”

      Snally bleated again, sounding frightened out of her monstrous wits.

      “I’m going to tranq them,” I told Tristan. Then I got the tranq gun out of my gear bag in the back seat and came out cautiously, leaving a safe amount of room between me and my unexpected payload.

      I had no idea how much it would take to knock out a dragon and a Mothman, so I estimated their weights and hoped for the best. After a few minutes, Snally finally relaxed and quit bleating, while the Mothman drifted off right away. I shook my head as I surveyed the damage to my truck. Snally’s talons had gouged into the bed, the back window was blown out, and I was sure the shocks were trashed.

      On the bright side, the dragon had stopped its godawful bleating.

      When I came back around to the front, Tristan had shifted back to his human form and gotten dressed.

      “New residents for the preserve?” he asked.

      “What was up with the way Snally freaked out?” I looked back at the peacefully sleeping cryptids and hoped they didn’t snore.

      “Snallygasters fear the Dwayyo,” Tristan replied as if everyone knew that.

      “The what?”

      “It’s a natural predator of the snallygaster; basically, a variety of wolf-man. The Pennsylvania Dutch call us Hexenwolves. Same thing, different names.”

      “Huh. Learn something new every day. So you’re saying that Snally is scared of you?”

      Tristan grimaced. “Sort of. She’s scared of a ‘wolf-man’—meaning a man-like wolf creature. In other words, half-shifted. We really don’t encourage walking around like that, for obvious reasons. Plus, it’s uncomfortable, and it plays holy havoc with manscaping. I’m not sure she’d be nearly as intimidated by my actual wolf.”

      I decided to just forget I heard anything about manscaping. TMI.

      “Well, they’re in the truck. Let’s get them to the preserve and have the vet look them over. Maybe they’re running from the mad doctor, too,” I said.

      Tristan hopped into the passenger seat, and I filled him in on everything that happened in Tidioute as we drove.

      “I’m worried to hear that someone’s targeting shifters,” he said. “That’s a threat to all of us, regardless of what our animal is. Do you think Joel will be safe where he is?”

      I shrugged. “Dunno. He’s with his clowder. I don’t think he’ll be going on long runs by himself any time soon.”

      Tristan shook his head. “See, that right there is already losing something so important. When we’re in our fur, at least for the larger predators, we’re free. Being able to run through the woods and know that there’s nothing that can hurt you—except for a hunter with a gun.”

      “I suppose it’s different for the folks who shift into prey animals?” I’d never really thought about that before, but it figured there would be divisions in the supernatural community, just like among humans.

      “They don’t really hang out with us,” Tristan replied and had the grace to look uncomfortable at the way that sounded. “Among shifters, people usually stick to their own type of creature. Although mixed marriages do happen. And there are some communities that offer sanctuary, accepting all shifter types, no questions asked as long as everyone stays on best behavior.”

      “Mixed marriages?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Cross-species. There are taboos.”

      “But, um, wouldn’t that make it difficult…”

      “With cross-species couples, mating only happens in human form.” Tristan answered my unfinished question without even blushing. Shifters aren’t nearly as uncomfortable about discussing biology as humans tend to be. Which seemed like an improvement, to my way of thinking.

      “And the children?” I figured I might as well ask since we were on the topic.

      “They favor one side or the other. No mashups. I guess in cases where there’s an extreme difference that the couple might not be able to conceive.”

      “Huh.” I appreciated how matter-of-fact Tristan was, and by extension, the trust he was extending to me as a human—and a hunter. “Well, thanks for having The Talk with me.”

      He chuckled. “Honestly, Mark, I figured you’d have had The Talk long before this.”

      I snorted. “Are you kidding? My dad gave me a box of condoms and a copy of Playboy and told me I’d figure it out.”

      “Yeah, well. When your dad is the pack Alpha, that conversation comes with a lot more terms and conditions.” Tristan had turned to look out the passenger window, and he’d lost the bantering tone in his voice.

      “I didn’t know. Does that make you—”

      “Only if I accept it when the time comes.” He shrugged. “Obviously, I’d prefer you not share that.”

      “I won’t. Thanks.”

      “I’d rather have the humans who know about us have their facts straight,” Tristan replied. “Misinformation is dangerous—to them and to us. Which is another of my unpopular opinions, in some circles.” He blew out a long breath. “Ah, fuck them. If you ever have any other questions, just ask me. I can’t guarantee other shifters will be as open, but I’ll try to tell you whatever it is you need to know.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      We rode the rest of the way in silence. I kept checking my mirror, but the two monsters in the back were still out cold. Tristan had texted the cryptid vet, and she was waiting when we arrived.

      Dr. Patricia Murphy waved as we drove in, and I could see her expression change to uncertainty and curiosity as we got closer. She jogged up to the driver’s side of the truck before I’d even come to a full stop.

      “What are those? Is that a…dragon? Oh my God, Mark, where did you get them?” Dr. Murphy looked like a kid on Christmas. She started out specializing in large animals like horses and cows but got pulled into the crazy side of life when the sheepsquatch in our preserve came down with foot and mouth disease. Now, I swear she considers our cryptids to be her own personal petting zoo.

      Despite everything, I couldn’t help smiling at her enthusiasm. “Technically, there’s a snallygaster and a Mothman. I tranqed them, but since I had to guess the dosage, I don’t know how long they’ll stay down.”

      She came around to the back of the truck, staring with a mixture of childlike wonder and scientific curiosity. “Neither of those is indigenous to this state.”

      “Nope. We think they were illegally transported here for nefarious purposes,” I replied. “Most likely experimentation to either weaponize their abilities or create super soldiers.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I wish. If we get them untangled and out of the truck, can you look them over and see if there are any signs of them having been medically poked and prodded recently?”

      “Of course. Can I assume you’re going after whoever mistreated them?”

      “Oh, you can count on it,” I assured her.

      It didn’t take long to realize that even with the three of us working together, we couldn’t budge the creatures in the back of the truck. Otto probably could have lifted them with his vampire strength, but that would mean waiting a couple of hours until dark, and I didn’t trust the tranquilizer to last that long. We’d have to improvise.

      I backed the Silverado through the gate in the warded fence, and Tristan followed in his truck. Then I came around to open the tailgate, and Tristan got his winch ready.

      “Did Linda come out and add to the wardings?” I asked. I’d asked a witch friend to strengthen the protections and also to create a magical, invisible dome to keep flying cryptids in and airborne predators out. I looked up at the sky, but nothing seemed different.

      “She was out yesterday,” Tristan replied. “I guess we’ll find out if what she did works when these guys wake up.”

      We untangled the bolo, and then Tristan used the winch to haul the creatures out of the truck one at a time. As Dr. Murphy went to check on our newest residents at the preserve, I eyed my poor damaged truck and tried to figure out how the hell I was ever going to explain this to my insurance company. Maybe I could just make a tree fall on it and blame that.

      When she finished her examination, Dr. Murphy walked over to where Tristan and I were waiting. “I’ve never seen either species before, so keep that in mind. But based on the visible evidence, I’d say it’s very likely that both creatures were subjected to injections, IVs, and tissue sampling.”

      She looked angry, and I didn’t blame her. This mess crossed all kinds of lines, from animal testing to consent, and probably something about endangered species, too. “Anything I can do to help you run down the sons of bitches who did that, just let me know,” she added.

      “Will do,” I promised. “Once we find out where the bad guys are holed up, we might liberate some more patients for you.”

      “I’ll be here. Whatever you need.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, feeling exceptionally grateful for my friends. They were unconventional in the extreme, but I knew they had my back. And who was I to judge? No one lately had accused me of being “normal.”

      “Do you have any idea what either of these things eat?” Tristan asked.

      “Farm animals, according to the lore,” I replied. “So they should fit right in with the other carnivores.” We’d already divided the preserve between the meat-eaters and the plant-eaters, to keep one group from munching on the other. That’s where having Otto and Tristan really came in, because there were very few monsters who didn’t fear either a vampire or a wolf shifter.

      Tristan shrugged. “We’ll deal with it. That’s where Gus the ghost comes in handy. He helps us feed the carnivores in shifts by scaring away groups until it’s their turn.” He grinned. “I honestly think he is having a blast doing it.”

      I glanced over beyond the fence and saw Gus, who waved. He looked like a fifty-something-year-old man in a camo hunting jacket and a trucker hat, dressed for a hunt he never came home from. I had the feeling he’d been lonely until we met, and I was glad that the preserve meant he wasn’t by himself anymore. Of course, it also meant more beer for him, since I knew Otto and Tristan brought him six-packs in addition to what I supplied.

      Hey, the guy was already dead, so it wasn’t like we had to worry about his liver.

      “I need to head back,” I said after I’d rummaged through the supplies in the back seat and found a sheet of clear plastic I could duct tape over the missing back window. I’d still have a cold drive home, but at least that would keep out the wind. “Let me know how things go, and yell if you hear anything.”

      “You’ve got it,” Tristan replied. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I headed home with my head full of thoughts I didn’t want to think about. Dinner from a drive-through and a Mountain Dew for the road meant I’d get back before Demon decided I had abandoned him.

      My phone rang, surprising me with Sara’s ring tone. “Hey there. I thought you were up to your eyeballs with guests this weekend?”

      “I am, but I thought I’d play hooky for a few minutes and see how you’re doing.” Her voice was warm and flirty, heating me up in all the right places.

      “I’m glad you did. I miss you. But it’s probably for the best you weren’t with me today. It’s kinda been a shitshow.”

      “Miss you, too. And maybe there’s something in the water—my day has been one catastrophe after another.”

      I appreciated Sara’s effort to commiserate, but I seriously hoped her day had been nothing like mine. “Did it all work out?” I asked.

      “Well enough. Nothing that can’t be fixed. Did you get hurt?”

      It had been a long time since more than my friends had cared about that. My heart squeezed, just a little. “Not this time. But the truck is gonna need some major work. A dragon fell on it.”

      “Sounds like a Hogwarts problem to me.”

      God, I loved this woman. She knew all about my insane life and stuck around anyhow.

      “Fortunately, I wasn’t trying to ride it.”

      “That’s probably for the best.” Sara paused. “A real dragon?” I heard the same awe in her voice as in Dr. Murphy’s tone. I guess little girls loved horses, and grown-up women loved dragons. Go figure.

      “It’s not exactly Smaug, but close enough. I didn’t have time to admire it—the thing was dive-bombing my truck.”

      In the background I heard the crash of something breakable and raised voices.

      “Oops—sounds like I need to go,” Sara said. “Whatever you’re up to, take care, Mark. We have a date next week, and I’ve got plans that would be ruined if you’re in traction.” More noises made me wonder what was going on. “Love you, gotta run.” She had clicked off before I had the chance to return the sentiment, and I vowed to text her when I got home.

      Despite everything, her call made me smile and gave me incentive to dispatch the mad doctor with all haste. I just hoped I could avoid the traction part.
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      When my dad used to call my friends and me a bunch of ‘yahoos,’ I don’t think this is what he had in mind.”

      I looked down at the big, black-furred creature who had been making off with a farmer’s pig after he’d gorged himself on cabbages. The affronted oinker had bolted as soon as our tranq darts sent the big guy to la-la land. I was afraid those cabbages would come back to haunt us, and a gassy cryptid was not my idea of fun.

      “It’s a ‘yayho,’” Father Leo corrected, as we bent to manacle the creature’s wrists and ankles for the trip to the preserve. “Not pronounced like the search engine.”

      “Good to know for the next time.” Which I hoped there wouldn’t be.

      “He’s another cryptid who shouldn’t be here.”

      “And he’s got shaved patches like the Albatwitch,” I pointed out. “So either our mad doctor intended to release him back into the wild, or he has really shitty security on his lab.”

      I’d made sure to check the yayho over as soon as it was safe, and I felt pretty sure that Dr. Murphy wasn’t going to be happy.

      “Maybe he got what he needed and didn’t want to keep feeding the creatures. Pigs are expensive.”

      “Kinda ballsy to just shove them out the back door or drop them off by the side of the road, don’t you think? I mean, it’s friggin’ Bigfoot, for crying out loud!”

      “Actually, cryptozoologists beg to differ, despite the similarities,” Father Leo replied. “The yayho’s faces are more squashed-looking, the limbs are more proportional, and they’re overall stockier than their cousins in the Pacific Northwest.”

      I wondered whether the yayho would bond with the sheepsquatch at the preserve, or get into an epic battle. And after hearing the creature blare out a noise that explained his name, I was glad I wouldn’t be in hearing distance when he and Sheepy duked it out.

      “Help me get him in my truck, and Louie and I will drive him out to the preserve,” Father Leo said. “Since Elvira is still in the shop.”

      I couldn’t help wincing, especially when I remembered the estimate to fix the damage. Fortunately, Father Leo said the Occulatum would pay for the repairs, for which I was grateful. This gig doesn’t pay well—hell, most of the time, the small stipend barely covers expenses—but now and then the perks are worth it.

      Louie Marino, an old friend who is also a Linesville cop, came over from where he’d been keeping a lookout to help us hoist the drugged creature into the back of Father Leo’s truck. It took all three of us, and we barely got him up to the height of the truck bed. Louie and I strapped him down with load ties and threw a tarp over him. At night, no one would notice that the black lump under the canvas was breathing.

      “So what are you going to name him?” Louie challenged.

      I’d been so busy trying not to get crushed or killed; I hadn’t given it any thought. “Hugh,” I said finally. “It sort of sounds like yayho. Yeah. Hugh.”

      Louie just shook his head, but I knew he got a kick out of my habit of naming our new residents.

      “Go on home, Mark,” Father Leo said. “You’ve done more than your share. We’ve got this. Tomorrow, stop over for breakfast, and we can come up with a plan.”

      I gave them a snappy salute and walked to the loaner I’d borrowed from one of the guys at the garage. I was fine with letting Louie and the padre take the drive to Kane and back tonight. I’d spent most of today working on a backlog of cars at my shop, which was, after all, supposed to be my day job. They had called me in at the last minute when the yayho absconded with the pig, and the rest was history.

      When I got home, I intended to pour myself a couple of fingers of whiskey, make some popcorn, and share the couch with Demon. Maybe binge watch the newest superhero show everyone was talking about. I needed a night off, and if I couldn’t spend it with my girlfriend, then at least I’d hang out with man’s best friend.

      So fuck my luck, Mario and Luigi were waiting for me when I pulled into the drive.

      Inside the house, Demon was living up to his watchdog credentials. He sounded ready to tear them limb from limb, and I was tempted to let him.

      “What the ever-loving fuck are you two doing here?” I’m a firm believer in start-as-you-mean-to-go-on.

      “We need to talk to you,” Jones said.

      “Let’s go inside,” Smith added.

      “Oh, hell no. I’m not happy about you being on my property, let alone inside my house. Say what you came to say, and leave me alone.”

      “Brunrichter and Tumblety are back,” Smith said. “But they’re not working together. They’re actually working for rival factions, neither of which can be permitted to succeed.”

      I glanced at Jones, who looked like he was grinding his teeth just being in my general vicinity. “Which factions?”

      “That’s not—” Jones started to say, but Smith silenced him with a glance.

      “Tumblety has been working with a black ops government project on weaponizing supernatural creatures,” Smith said. “Recruited by one of the questionable government entities with an interest in the occult and paranormal.”

      That didn’t narrow things down much since I could think of three such “entities” right off the bat—and those were the ones that weren’t still super-secret. Although if I had to guess, it would be C.H.A.R.O.N. This sounded like their kind of fuckedupedness.

      “So who’s Brunrichter working for? One of the other government douche-groups?” It would make sense for this to come down to a Langley inter-agency pissing match.

      “The Sinistram,” Smith replied. “And I assure you, between the government and the Vatican, only one has nearly limitless funds, over a thousand years of experience in meddling with the course of history, and a firm belief that they have a mandate from God.”

      That was the first thing he’d ever said that I actually agreed with.

      “Is this where you tell me that we’re going to kick this upstairs and let the bishops joust with their shepherd’s crooks for a winner?”

      Smith paled but kept his temper. That alone told me that we were on the brink of the apocalypse. “No. They will disavow any knowledge of our actions.”

      “Classy. Does that make us the Impossible Missions Force?”

      “No. It means that Smith and I run interference, while your team eliminates the target,” Jones said.

      “Seriously? There’s an immortal mad doctor running around playing Dr. Moreau, and you’re going to push that off onto a bunch of civilian hunters?”

      Jones looked like he wanted to throttle me. Smith laid a hand on his partner’s arm, and Jones restrained himself.

      “The alternative is having the area swarmed by black helicopters and SUVs, with a military force that takes a scorched earth approach to their work. In that scenario, there will be no survivors, and no rescue of the cryptids who may have been taken prisoner—or the shifters. They may also rendition anyone with knowledge of the situation,” Smith said.

      Even though I couldn’t see Smith’s eyes behind his dark glasses, I knew he thought he had me. And, dammit, he did. Because I cared about getting the prisoners to safety as much as—maybe even more than—I did seeing Brunrichter run out of his nine lives. And I sure didn’t want us all Gitmo’d.

      Worse—this was about as close to decency as I’d ever seen from Wayne and Garth. The thought that we might be on the same side made me queasy.

      “Do you know which of the docs we’re dealing with?”

      “We’ve confirmed Tumblety’s location, so this is Brunrichter.”

      “Do you know where Brunrichter has his lab?”

      “No. But we’ve narrowed down the options,” Smith replied.

      “He can’t be doing this alone. Who’s working with him?” If they really needed our help—and Smith had as much as admitted it—then I intended to get answers. I was not about to walk in blind.

      “His pattern has been to bring a loyal team of henchmen with him and add the cryptids he is able to turn or recruit to his cause,” Jones said. Somehow, hearing him use the word “henchmen” made this feel like a low-budget action movie.

      “Any idea of how many of these ‘henchmen’ he’s got? Are we talking a few or an army? And if he’s working for some shady Vatican black ops group, is he going to have magic-slingers with him?”

      Jones turned to his partner. “I told you he was useless.” He looked back to me. “What the fuck use are you if we have to spoon-feed you everything? We said we’d keep the black helicopters off your backs. Now man up and pull your weight, or I’ll be very tempted to have those helicopters make a pickup here before they leave.”

      “That would be most unfortunate—for you.” A deep, heavily accented voice rolled like thunder from behind me. I wheeled and came face to chest with a man I’d never seen before. He towered over me by at least six inches and probably outweighed me by at least thirty pounds. The stranger had short dark hair and a long beard, but something about it struck me as more diocese than Duck Dynasty. His black cassock fell to his ankles, and a silver crucifix on a chain around his neck glinted in the sun.

      I didn’t know who he was, but given the reaction he got from Homer and Marge, I liked him immediately.

      “I am Father Jacinski,” he announced before any of us asked. “Of the Logonje. I have been sent to provide assistance by the community in Pittsburgh when they heard that Adolph Brunrichter had returned.” He glowered at Jones. “You, I do not like. Be quiet.”

      I expected Jones to bluster and threaten. Seeing him pale and silent made me wonder who the fuck this newcomer was, and whether I’d been rescued or—just my luck—pushed from the frying pan into the fire.

      “You should request a better partner,” Father Jacinski chided Smith. I knew Father Leo outranked Smith with the Occulatum. I’d never heard of the Logonje, but now I wondered who they were and just how far down the pecking order Smith was.

      “Of course, I expect that you will do everything in your power to keep other interests from becoming involved in this matter.” Father Jacinski spoke to Smith in a tone that made it clear he meant to confirm expectations, and that the matter was not open for discussion.

      “Of course,” Smith replied. He didn’t seem quite as cowed as Jones, but he wasn’t trying to throw his weight around, either.

      “Good. Then we are agreed. We will be in touch when the plan is formed. You have things to do now, do you not?”

      I had the good sense not to laugh out loud at his blunt dismissal of the two agents. Jones had gone from pale to florid, and I wondered if he had swallowed his tongue. Smith’s expression gave away nothing, but his ramrod-straight posture indicated his annoyance. Their abrupt departure signaled a weird power shift I didn’t understand.

      Now that I was alone with the giant stranger, I found myself at a loss. “Hi. I’m—”

      “I know who you are, Mark Wojcik.”

      He not only got my name right on the first try, he said it with the old school full Polish accent like my grandfather.

      “Okay. Good, I guess. Is there something I can do for you?”

      The big man smiled, which made him only slightly less intimidating. “Leo said you would need my help. And so I am here.”

      My phone buzzed, reminding me that I’d gotten a text on the drive home that I’d been too busy to read. I glanced down, to see a message from Father Leo. “Expect my friend Pawel. You can trust him.”

      “Father Leo says you’re okay,” I announced, looking up from my screen.

      Father Jacinski let out a deep belly laugh. “Well then, if Leo says I am ‘okay,’ how about we go inside before your dog loses his voice?”

      Poor Demon. He’d been barking his fool head off all this time.

      “Sure. Follow me. And, don’t worry about Demon. His bark is worse than his bite.”

      “Your dog is named Demon?” His voice had a note of mirth in it, and I felt like I’d missed the joke.

      “Yeah. He’s a Doberman, but he’s not vicious. Unless you’re a bad person. And then he totally is.” I was lying through my teeth. Demon was a pampered couch potato.

      The priest slapped me on the back with a huge hand, and the friendly gesture nearly sent me sprawling. “I must meet this brave dog. Then, we talk. You have vodka, I assume?”

      Demon met me at the door, wagging his tail so hard that his entire back end twerked. I petted him and scratched his ears, and then he passed me up to greet our visitor who gave him a hearty welcome and belly rubs.

      The priest looked like he could snap me in half with his bare hands, but he was obviously a dog lover, so that was another point in his favor.

      “Have a seat,” I said, gesturing toward the kitchen table. I poured myself a cup of coffee from the thermal carafe on the counter, then got down two glasses and the fifth of Zubrowka I’d gotten for the next poker night. My family was a couple of generations removed from the Old Country, but we took our vodka seriously.

      I put the glasses and the bottle on the table in front of Father Jacinski. He looked askance at the vodka and sighed.

      “It’s better with the buffalo grass.”

      I brought my coffee over and sat down. “I’ll take your word for it. You can’t buy that version in the States. They say it’s bad for your liver.”

      He threw back his head and laughed, a rich baritone sound that made me think of the dwarves in The Hobbit. “Of course it is bad for your liver! It’s vodka!” He poured a generous amount into both glasses and plunked mine down in front of me.

      “Father Leo speaks well of you. We have known each other for many years. He is not easy to impress. He likes you. So I am impressed.”

      “He, um, hasn’t really mentioned you.”

      “The Logonje are a need-to-know resource.”

      My grandparents spoke Polish fluently. My parents were reasonably proficient. Me, not so much. I remembered a childhood prayer my grandmother taught me, a few curse words, and several drinking toasts.

      “Who are the Logonje?”

      “We are specialists,” he replied, taking a sizable sip of his vodka and thumping his chest as the burn hit. “Demon hunters.”

      I was glad I hadn’t started on the vodka, because snorting coffee out of my nose was painful enough. “Demon hunters?” I glanced toward my dog, who was lying upside-down in the living room like a dufus. Well, that explains what he thought was so funny.

      “You are surprised?”

      “I’ve run into vamps and werewolves, vengeful ghosts, and a bunch of cryptids most people have never heard of. But no demons.”

      “Count yourself lucky. But that luck is soon to change.”

      He took another drink, and as his sleeve rode up, I saw an old, raised scar that ran from his palm in a jagged course until it disappeared beneath his shirt. Not clean, like a knife blade. More like the mark big claws might leave.

      “You think demons are involved in this mess with Brunrichter?” My head spun. Hadn’t Smith told me Brunrichter worked for Vatican dark ops?

      “I know so. How do you think he has lived so very long?”

      Fuck. “Honestly? I blamed identity theft.”

      Father Jacinski shrugged and knocked back the rest of his vodka, without even a twitch to show the potent liquor affected him. I finished my coffee and figured that I might need a slug of the hard stuff, given the way the conversation was going.

      “Others have borrowed his name over the years, because of his reputation. That is true. But the real Adolph Brunrichter is not an urban legend. He made a deal with the Darkness long ago, which grants him near immortality.”

      “He’s possessed? Sold his soul?” This was beyond my pay grade. Everything I knew about demons I’d learned from TV and video games. But I didn’t doubt that they were real. My friends Travis and Brent had gone up against some demons not long ago, and others I knew had their run-ins as well. I’d just counted myself lucky up to now to avoid that part of the supernatural world.

      “There are many ways to make a deal,” Father Jacinski replied, and refilled his glass. I took a swallow of my drink and tried not to gasp as it burned down my throat. “Those who ‘consort’ with demons are often granted favors that likewise benefit their masters.”

      “But Agent Smith told me Brunrichter worked for the Vatican. How is that possible?”

      “That’s not entirely correct,” Jacinski replied. “He works for a radical splinter group that deals with occult threats by any means necessary. They have been officially disavowed by the Holy Father. But they serve as his left hand, in the shadows, when the need arises.” He smiled, showing his teeth. “I, however, do not work for the Vatican.”

      No, of course not. I remembered that the Polish Orthodox Church was separate, with its leadership in Warsaw. That was the extent of my knowledge.

      “Brunrichter works for the Sinistram?” I asked. He nodded. “Why is the Church working with someone who consorts with demons?” Although now that I thought about that, I suspected it wasn’t the first time.

      Father Jacinski looked remarkably unaffected by the vodka. I’d only been sipping mine and already felt warm and far more relaxed than I should be, given the subject.

      “You know how it is in large families. One brother has a falling out with another brother, and they don’t talk for a long time. But a sister or an aunt speaks to both. Heaven and Hell are a family, separated by an old, unsettled argument between father and son. That does not keep the cousins from staying in touch—or those who serve the cousins.”

      I’d walked away from the Church after I’d prayed for help the night the wendigo attacked, and only silence answered. Nothing I was hearing made me regret my choice.

      “So there’s backchannel communication going on, and sometimes, collaboration?”

      Another nod. He seemed content to let me puzzle it out for myself.

      I remembered what I’d heard about the Sinistram. Father Leo and Agent Smith spoke of it like a dark power to be avoided at all costs. My friend Travis Dominick, who helped me out with lore, occult resources, and the occasional vision or ghost message, had left both the priesthood and the Sinistram.

      “They aren’t the good guys.”

      “Assuredly not. Evil done in the service of Good is an even greater evil.”

      “So the Logonje are willing to help the Occulatum get rid of Brunrichter, even though he’s working for the Sinistram? And Brunrichter is playing Dr. Frankenstein with cryptids and supernatural creatures to figure out how to make them into weapons or super soldiers.” As family feuds went, this was a doozy.

      “There you have it.”

      I knocked back a good slug of vodka because the more I understood, the less I liked what I heard.

      My phone went off again, and this time, it was Chiara’s ringtone. I had to take the call and honestly welcomed a moment to recover from learning secrets I wished I didn’t know.

      “Mark? I found Penny Michaels,” China said. “Remember how Jon said she wore old-fashioned clothing? That’s because she died in 1936–and I know where. I’m texting you a photo now.”

      Up came a picture of a huge brick Victorian building. It had a main section and two wings on each side. The massive structure had three full stories, plus a gabled roof that showed a partial fourth floor, and a tall tower in the middle of the main section. I felt a chill, remembering what the ghost had told Jon.

      “A brick castle.”

      “Yep. That’s the old Mercer County Poor House. It got shut down in the 1960s, and it’s sat vacant since then—too expensive to turn into something else, and too solidly built to be cheap to tear down.”

      “Phoebe’s vision…hallways like a school—or a hospital,” I said, and I knew Chiara was already ahead of me. “Peeling paint…holy shit.”

      “Be careful, Mark. Remember what she saw. Somebody is going to be doing a lot of bleeding. Best if it isn’t you.”

      Amen, sister. “Any words of wisdom?”

      She snorted. “Like you’d listen.”

      “Actually, I might.”

      “You’ve got a guy who might or might not have ever gone to med school, but has done a lot of on-the-job training with questionable experimentation, dissections, and vivisection over the last hundred and forty years or so,” Chiara added. “Makes sense he’d pick an institution that had an infirmary to hole up in, especially if the ‘patients’ are cryptids and supernatural creatures.”

      “And an abandoned alms house not only offers the right type of facilities but plenty of space and privacy,” Chiara went on. “At one point, it was a working farm. Also has its own graveyard for the residents who died—graves are largely unmarked, and never relocated.”

      “Lovely.”

      “Isn’t it just?” The resentful dead didn’t like being sent off in a mass burial and forgotten. That alone spelled trouble.

      “It’s not close to modern main roads, and the rail line that used to run near there shut down around the time the poor farm closed,” Chiara added. “Which means there might not be anyone around to notice a flying dragon-like creature trying to get away.”

      “Anything else?”

      “It’s all in the email I just sent. I’m not kidding, Mark. Watch your back.”

      I promised her I’d be as careful as possible, which we both knew was probably not true. When the call ended, I looked up to see Father Jacinski watching me.

      “We know where Brunrichter is. Let’s get him.”
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      My dog took one look at me, then yelped and hid under the bed. He knows when I’m gearing up for a hunt.

      I’ve heard it said that demons run when a good man goes to war, but I don’t think that’s what they had in mind. Unfortunately, even with Father Jacinski on our side, I doubted real demons would be easy to beat.

      I’d rallied everyone to my place for a war council. Father Leo came as soon as he got back from Kane. He and Father Jacinski greeted each other with back slaps and a hearty hug.

      “It’s good to see you, Pawel,” Father Leo said, looking like a bantam rooster next to a bear when he stood beside the Polish priest.

      “The years have been good to you, Leo,” his friend replied. “We have much to catch up on.”

      I’d let Joel know about the plan, and it didn’t surprise me when his Focus pulled into my driveway, and three of his friends piled out along with him. They looked like a college gymnastics team, compact and muscular like their bobcat other-selves.

      “Friends of Corey’s,” Joel said. “They were all kits together.”

      “Go on inside,” I told them. “Just don’t scare the dog.” Some watchdog Demon turned out to be.

      I had a stack of take-and-bake pizzas in the kitchen, along with chips and beer. Father Jacinski and I had put a good dent in the vodka, and I wasn’t planning to get shitfaced the night before going into battle, but I wouldn’t mind a beer to take the edge of my nerves.

      Chiara’s Subaru was the last to pull in. She hopped out and retrieved a big box of cookies from the back seat as Blair and Donny got out, each with more boxes of cookies. If an army travels on its stomach, then whatever we were obviously drew strength from sugar and alcohol.

      “We brought supplies!” Chiara called out as if we were watching the big game and not planning an armed strike against a mad doctor and demon. “And I made sure to bring some without chocolate, so Donny and Demon can have them.”

      Donny rolled his eyes and sighed. “I can eat chocolate just fine,” he huffed.

      Blair gave him the stink eye. “Chocolate gives you the farts, and dog gas has got to be against the Geneva Convention.”

      Donny muttered something and blushed deep red. Chiara and Blair chuckled, but I knew how fond they were of their “guard dog.”

      “Hey, Donny! Watch out for the—”

      “Holy fuck! What is your problem!” I heard Donny yelp when he walked into the kitchen. I sprinted up the steps behind him and found Joel and his cat shifter friends in a standoff just inside the door.

      “Stand down, everyone,” I ordered. Donny looked like he might piss himself, and Joel’s friends didn’t need fur to make it clear their hackles were standing. I pinned Joel with a glare. “Donny’s part of the team. You need to get past this cat/dog thing.”

      I saw a glint of yellow flash in Joel’s eyes as he rounded on his friends. “We’re here for Corey,” he snapped. “Behave.” Apparently Joel could be quite the hellcat when needed.

      I made sure everyone introduced themselves and mentioned their specialty, including Joel’s three friends, Anton, Keith, and Robert.

      “Seriously? You’re Bob the bobcat?” I said.

      “I go by Robby. And, yeah. My parents think they’re clever.” From the grins, elbowing, and jostling, it was clear the others had just been waiting for the reveal.

      “Hey, Mark. Are you expecting someone else?” Father Leo called from the living room.

      I went to the window and stared at the black Crown Victoria that had just pulled into my drive. The older model might have been a decommissioned cop car, complete with jacked up engine and suspension.

      “Who in the hell….” I muttered. A tall, lean man with longish black hair got out of the driver’s side. From the passenger side, a second man with short blond hair got out. He carried himself like military or law enforcement.

      I went out to the porch as the two men came to the bottom of the steps. “Hi, Mark. I know this is a surprise, but you said there was a meeting, so here we are,” the dark-haired man said. It took a minute for his voice to register.

      “Travis and Brent?” I’d talked to them both many times over the phone, but they were based in Pittsburgh, and we’d never met in person.

      “Got it in one!” Brent replied. We shook hands, and they followed me into the house, which had become very crowded.

      “Hey everyone!” I yelled above the bedlam, and conversation dropped to a murmur. “This is Travis Dominick and Brent Lawson.”

      “Good to finally meet both of you,” Father Leo said, shaking their hands. Father Jacinski was just a step behind him. He and Travis eyed each other warily.

      “We’ve crossed paths,” the Polish demon hunter said.

      Travis nodded. “Once or twice. Figured I might have a special insight into this case.”

      “I imagine you would. Surprised they haven’t drawn you back in,” Father Jacinski remarked.

      “They try. I keep turning them down.” Travis Dominick had been a priest and an asset for the Sinistram before he left both organizations, something most people only did by dying. If anyone could provide an insider’s perspective to the shadowy group supporting Brunrichter, it would be Travis.

      “You’re the private investigator with the office over on the South Side,” Father Jacinski said when he came face to face with Brent. “I’ve had reason to spend some time in that neighborhood over the years.”

      “Your name comes up in certain circles,” Brent acknowledged. “I’ve heard good things.”

      Since Travis and Brent also had a fair bit of demon hunting experience under their belts, I allowed myself a slight glimmer of hope. Maybe we weren’t utterly screwed after all.

      There’s a first time for everything.

      I put three pizzas at a time into the oven, while Donny helped set out the cookies. Father Leo grabbed a couple of two-liter bottles of pop out of the fridge and snagged a stack of red plastic cups from the cupboard.

      While I waited for the pizzas to heat up, I looked out over the odd crew that had taken over my house. Demon had finally come out from under the bed. He gave the cat shifters the stink eye but found a seat next to Blair, who fussed over him, as usual. Father Jacinski was deep in conversation with Travis and Brent. Joel’s crew stood apart, watching everyone warily. Then again, they were cats. I was waiting for one of them to knock something off a shelf.

      “Quite a crew,” Father Leo said, setting out hot pads for me to bring the pizza pans out of the oven. He’s been coming to the poker games long enough that he knows where I kept everything.

      “I figured I’d patch Travis and Brent in on video chat, but I’m glad they’re here in person.”

      The doorbell startled me, and Demon ran to the front window, barking. I half expected to see Smith and Jones, who would definitely not be welcome.

      “Surprise!” Phoebe greeted me as she, Jon, Carl, Scott, and Kayla crowded into the kitchen.

      “We brought food!” Kayla announced, holding up two plastic grocery bags of chips and snacks.

      “How did you know about this?” I asked, thinking that our “secret” mission was anything but.

      “Telepath. Duh,” Kayla said, rolling her eyes. “I stopped by the coffee shop for a snack, and Chiara was thinking so loudly I couldn’t help picking up on it.”

      “Besides, I heard from Penny Michaels again,” Jon said. “The ghost girl? She told me stuff.”

      “Since you’re here, you might as well toss your coats on the pile in the back bedroom and find a seat wherever there’s room,” I said. I hadn’t intended to involve them, not when we were talking about a battle that was going to be bloody and dangerous as fuck.

      Kayla came up beside me. “If these abilities we have are going to be anything more than a burden, then we need to be able to choose how we make use of them. None of us think for a moment you’d take us with you. But we can be your remote intel. Don’t shut us out.”

      Damn telepathic meddling kids. But she was right, and I knew it. “Okay,” I said because they weren’t actually kids, and if assholes like the Sinistram were hunting cryptids, they’d get around to poaching those with special gifts eventually.

      When the first three pizzas were done, I set them out with plates on the kitchen table, and popped three more into the oven, knowing this crew could put food away. Once everyone had something to eat and drink, we all squeezed into my living room and found places to sit. After most people had at least had a chance to eat some of their pizza, we got started.

      “Thanks for coming,” I said. “We’re going after the guy responsible for the attacks on cryptids and the disappearances of shifters—and probably other things. He’s holed up in the abandoned Mercer County Poor House, and we know he’s not alone. Which is where all of you come in.”

      I gave a quick recap to bring everyone up to speed. Phoebe and the gang looked a bit gobsmacked. Joel’s bobcat crew also seemed rattled by the full story, although they made an effort to look too cool to care. It’s got to be a cat thing.

      “Brunrichter is hard to kill,” I said. “He may not be completely human. Mostly, it’s because he made a deal with a demon, who protects him.”

      “Demon,” Carl repeated. “For real?”

      “Oh yes,” Father Jacinski said. “Very real. Do not worry. Father Leo and I will handle the demon. And if we need assistance, Travis and Brent have some experience with these things.”

      No one seemed to be doing well on the “not worrying” part.

      “We’re certain Brunrichter has his own goons,” I added. “We don’t know how many, or whether they’re a mix of humans and other creatures that obey him.”

      “If this was a poor farm, it has ghosts,” Travis said. “And I’d wager many are still there. If they’re active, I might be able to convince one to be our ‘inside man’ so to speak.”

      “I heard from Penny again.” Everyone turned to look at Jon. As usual, he stuck close to Phoebe, who patted his arm reassuringly. “She’s a ghost who used to live there. She told me she doesn’t like the monsters in her house.”

      “Interesting,” Travis said. “You’re a distance away from the location. I usually need to be fairly close.”

      Jon shrugged. “I have no idea how this works for me. I’m still trying to figure it out.”

      Travis gave me a nod. “Simon and I can help when we’re done with all this.”

      I thanked Travis and turned back to Jon. “You said you had some information when you got here.”

      Jon nodded. “Penny came back, asking if we could get rid of the monsters. I told her I needed to know where they were. So she described the inside of the brick castle.” He smiled. “I typed it into my phone when I came out of the trance. It’s not exactly a map, but pretty close. There are four floors—one is a basement. It has the cages for the monsters.”

      I heard a low growl from someone in Joel’s group, and I glared to shut them up. “Some of those prisoners are being held against their will. But we don’t know what all Brunrichter has been doing to the creatures he kidnaps, or whether he’s managed to change them.”

      “Change, how?” Robby the bobcat asked.

      “He wants to use them as weapons, or super soldiers,” Father Jacinski replied. “So he has been experimenting.”

      “Fuck,” Robby muttered. “This is like the X-Men.”

      “It’s worse because it is real,” the Polish priest corrected. “This is no game.”

      “Which means, we want to free the prisoners, but we need to be careful,” I continued. “Donny, Joel, and the bobcats will find and free the prisoners.”

      Donny and Joel eyed each other, and then both men nodded.

      “Travis will handle the ghosts and be our first line of defense if the Sinistram has any agents there,” I went on.

      “I’m fine with the ghosts. I don’t know how likely it is there’s an agent babysitting this guy, but if there is, I’ll handle it,” Travis replied.

      “Brent and I will go after Brunrichter and his guards.” I glanced at Brent, who nodded in agreement. With our new reinforcements, I’d needed to make some adjustments to the plan the priests and I had come up with the night before, but this felt solid.

      “When it’s over, it would probably be good to have the padres bless the cemetery so those souls can move on,” I added.

      “And I can goose the ones that don’t want to leave,” Travis replied. “After all this time, they need to go.”

      “What about us?” Phoebe asked.

      “We’re going to be their tech ops back up crew, like in the movies,” Chiara said. “That way Blair and I can keep you safe, and we’ll all be in one place in case they need information. Since Travis will be with them, Simon and I can take over if there are lore questions.”

      I didn’t mention Otto. He had volunteered to help since we’d heard a rumor one of the local vamps had gone missing. Tristan and Gus agreed to handle the night shift at the preserve to free up Otto. I didn’t want to freak out Joel’s gang and Donny. I figured I’d quietly let the more experienced hunters know so no one staked Otto by accident.

      “What if we get there and find out this mad doctor guy has more helpers?” Keith, the bobcat, asked.

      “Then we deal with it on the fly,” Brent answered. “Count on surprises. Even the best intel is never one hundred percent.”

      “That won’t change your part of the mission,” I told Joel and Danny. “It just might mean you have to go through a few more bodies to get to the prisoners.”

      “I’ve been wanting to scratch up someone for taking Corey since he went missing,” Joel replied. “That won’t bother us at all.” His friends nodded, their expressions making it clear that they were ready for a fight.

      “That’s the plan, folks. If you’ve got comments or concerns, now’s the time to say so. Otherwise, we meet up here tomorrow night at sunset and convoy out,” I told them. I didn’t mention Smith and Jones. Honestly, I had no idea what their idea of “keeping the Sinistram off our backs” involved, and whether that meant leading shadowy agents on a wild goose chase or disrupting their satellite signals. For all I knew, the Wonder Twins might not even show up in person.

      Travis had questions for Jon about his connection to Penny. I needed to know more about the inside of the old building since we hadn’t been able to turn up any blueprints.

      “It’s a very big building,” Jon said. “According to Penny, everything is happening in the center section. The wings aren’t being used. The basement has the cages for the ‘monsters,’” he continued. “Guards are on the first floor. The ‘hospital’ is on the second floor.”

      “Probably the infirmary,” Travis said. “It was a poor house, not an asylum, so there shouldn’t have been a need for an operating room.”

      “We hope,” I muttered.

      “She said that ‘people sleep’ on the third floor,” Jon added. “So maybe where the mad doc and his goons have their quarters?”

      “What about the fourth floor?” Father Leo asked, coming up behind me.

      “Penny wasn’t sure,” Jon said. “She never went up there when she was alive. Her room was on the third floor. The attic might be empty.”

      I looked at Father Leo, and then to Travis. “What do you think?”

      Travis shrugged. “I’ll know more when I try to talk to the ghosts myself—if I can get cooperation. It all depends on whether they see this as their problem—like Penny apparently does—or are too faded to care.”

      “I’m a little relieved that we may not have to go searching through the whole place,” Father Leo said. “Three floors—maybe four—is plenty.”

      “Thank you,” I told Jon and the rest of my Scooby gang. They didn’t have to show up, but they came anyhow.

      “We just want to do our part,” Phoebe said. “We’d be pretty mad if they grabbed any of us.”

      “We’re all going home with Chiara and Blair,” Kayla added. “Safer that way. We’ve already called off work. Nasty stomach bug,” she said with a smirk.

      “Slumber party tonight, and backup for you tomorrow,” Chiara confirmed. “We’re set.”

      “You two are welcome to bunk here,” I told Travis and Brent. “I’ve got a second bedroom and the couch. No promises that Demon won’t be your surprise cuddle buddy in the middle of the night,” I warned, and Demon thunked his tail with a goofy doggy grin.

      “Father Jacinski is going to stay at the Rectory with me,” Father Leo said. He looked at Joel and his friends with concern. “What about you?”

      Joel grinned. “It’s a nice night, and you’ve got woods behind your cabin. Me and the guys are gonna sleep in our fur tonight, maybe rustle up a rabbit or two for a midnight snack.”

      Donny was standing with Chiara and Blair. I saw a flash of sadness in his eyes at being left out, even if he was a dog, and they were bobcats.

      Chiara must have also noticed. “I figured people would want to nibble, so I’ve got a big box of pigs in a blanket we can throw in the oven.”

      Donny’s eyes lit up. “Those little hot dogs in the wrappers?”

      “Yep,” Chiara said. “Plenty for everyone.”

      Blair herded their crew out to the cars. Chiara bumped my shoulder on her way. “Be careful, Mark. We want everyone back in one piece.”

      I appreciated her concern. “Can’t promise, but we’ll do the best we can.”

      Everyone left except Travis and Brent. They brought in their gear, and then came out to join me in the kitchen. I put a bottle of whiskey on the table and three glasses because damned if I didn’t figure we all could use something stiffer than Corona. They sat down around the table, and for a moment, we each stared into our glasses like the amber liquid held the meaning of life.

      “So…Brunrichter works for the Sinistram?” I finally said, and took a sip of my drink, relishing the burn.

      Travis rolled his eyes. “Hardly. More like he’s being used by them. The Sinistram wouldn’t have any qualms about utilizing a butcher like him, but they’d consider themselves morally superior.” His tone made his contempt for the organization clear.

      There were a million questions I wanted to ask, but none of them were my business.

      “The short version is, I grew up in a devout family, and they made me believe that the things I could do meant I was born wrong,” Travis said, and I didn’t know whether he just guessed my unspoken questions or his psychic ability had kicked in. “The Sinistram made me think that if I worked for them, I could, somehow, purify myself. It wasn’t until I was on the inside that I realized how twisted they were. I finally figured I’d take my chances with Heaven and Hell on my own terms and walked out on all of it.”

      “I’m sorry.” I couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been for him, leaving the priesthood and the organization that had misled him.

      “Don’t be. I’m good with who I am now, both with the outreach center I run, and the hunting Brent and I do. Sometimes, the route to get where you belong just takes some detours,” he added with a lopsided smile that didn’t entirely reach his eyes. He knocked back a good portion of his whiskey, making me think that the old scars weren’t quite as healed as he liked to suggest.

      “And I’ve been getting chased by C.H.A.R.O.N. for a couple of years now,” Brent said. “I keep saying no; they keep asking. Travis and I make quite the pair, getting stalked by the Evil Empires.” Like Travis, Brent’s eyes didn’t match his joking tone.

      “Why?” I asked, willing to be a little nebby. “Why you two?”

      Travis shrugged. “Because both of us are damn good at what we do, for one thing.”

      “And because we each have natural aptitudes that are apparently hard to find,” Brent added. “Trust me; it’s not a category anyone wants to fall into.”

      “Smith and Jones, the guys from the CIA and Occulatum, seemed to think they’d need to keep the ninja priests off our tail when we went after Brunrichter. Do you think that’s something to worry about?” I asked, toying with my glass.

      Travis sat back, watching the whiskey move from side to side as he tipped his glass one way and then the other. “They’re probably going to block communication signals, fry drones, cordon off the airspace, that kind of thing. Since we don’t want them getting reinforcements, it’s worth it.”

      “Do the ninja priests do this kind of thing a lot?” I asked.

      Travis gave a bitter chuckle at my reference. “This isn’t the organization’s only try at meddling with the very kinds of abilities they claim are abominations,” he finally said. “Hell, it’s probably not the only program of the sort going on right now. They always have a lot of projects going, knowing that most of them will flame out.”

      He took another sip and seemed to choose his words carefully. “I’m sure they’ve assigned him a handler. That person is their plant in Brunrichter’s team, to feed information back to headquarters. I can’t see them tying up a lot of their people to guard him, and they can’t do too much to ward the building with magic without risking that someone would notice.”

      Travis shook his head. “I don’t doubt that the organization would love to be able to do the kinds of things the mad doc promised them. And it would be very bad for everyone if they succeeded.” He knocked back the rest of his drink.

      “And they’re okay with him working with a demon?” The more I learned about the Sinistram, the more I deeply disliked them. Hypocrisy pisses me off, and making a guy like Travis feel ashamed for being a psychic medium and then turning around and supporting someone who made a demon deal just stuck in my craw.

      “The organization is willing to use any means necessary to achieve their goals,” Travis said, his voice going cold and flat, and the look in his eyes was shuttered. “They believe they have a mandate from God, and that makes them above the law, above the teachings of the church, above everything.”

      No one gets into our kind of hunting for sport, or fun, or to prove how tough they are. It’s a blood brotherhood of people bound by loss and the need for vengeance. I didn’t have any special abilities like Travis or Phoebe and the crew. If I was a reluctant recruit, then they were the conscripts, the ones who got dragged into this sorry business just because of who they were and what they could do. I always had the option of walking away. They didn’t.

      “We’re gonna get this guy,” I said, draining my glass and bringing it down on the table with a thunk. “And I’m mighty glad you’re here to help.”
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      Holy fuck, it does look like a castle,” I muttered as we came in sight of the Mercer County Poor Farm. The Victorians built beautiful institutions where horrible things happened to the people who had to live in them. Over the years, I’d dispatched vengeful spirits from old insane asylums and psychiatric hospitals, orphanages, and homes for wayward children. Those ghosts deserved vengeance, but their chance for justice against those who hurt them was long gone.

      I didn’t imagine the poor farm was much better.

      “If this were a movie, we’d hear the scary music and know not to go in there,” Brent replied in a voice just above a whisper.

      “Nah. We’d go anyhow. Because it’s our job to look for the monsters in the basement,” Travis replied.

      The three of us drove over together and left the car about a mile back so we didn’t give ourselves away. Donny, Joel, and the bobcats hiked in wearing their fur. If they had to shift back for any reason, we’d end up with naked shifter monster wrestling, something I didn’t need to see. The two priests drove together, and I figured Otto would get here on his own, however vampires did that kind of thing.

      Lights shone from the center section of the massive old building, but the wings on either side were dark. The poor farm was surrounded by forest and still fairly isolated, so there was little risk of someone wondering why the abandoned building was obviously in use.

      “How’s the wifi?” I asked Travis, meaning his mediumship mojo.

      “Pretty damn strong. Cover me.” He closed his eyes to concentrate. Brent and I were armed to the teeth, so Travis didn’t need to worry. The air around us grew cold enough that we could see our breath, proof that the spirits answered Travis’s call.

      I had a sawed-off shotgun and all the ammo I could carry, special rounds with salt, iron filings, holy water, and some other ingredients that might come in handy. My Glock was in my waistband, and I had a Sig Sauer P226 holstered under my arm. I didn’t know if I’d need my Ka-Bar and machete, but I felt better with them than without them.

      From what I could see, Brent carried a similar portable armory. Travis seemed to travel lighter, although I could see where his sidearm was holstered and his scabbards for long knives. We also had plenty of salt, iron filings, and holy water in case the ghosts turned surly, and we carried silver because there was a vamp on the loose. Of course, Travis’s abilities were his main weapons and his training as a former asset with the Sinistram. Brent was ex-military, ex-FBI, and ex-cop, which meant I figured they were both more badass than me. I’d just have to keep up and try not to get killed.

      After a few minutes, Travis opened his eyes. “Four human guards. Also, zombies—at least, that’s what the ghosts’ descriptions sound like. No idea how many. There’s a bear shifter who isn’t caged, so we can presume he is on Brunrichter’s side. Possibly a vampire helping the mad doc, and someone who might be the Sinistram contact. If that’s true, he’s all mine.” Travis’s voice had gone hard and cold.

      “Where’s the target?” Brent asked.

      “Second floor, just like the ghost girl told Jon,” Travis replied, and he grinned, showing his teeth. “Let’s go raise a little hell.” In case anyone bothered to check, I texted Travis’s update to the group.

      As we crept from cover, I saw five shadows streak across the yard. Donny and the big cats, I figured. I had no way to tell them about the bear since they certainly weren’t carrying their phones.

      “I’m here.”

      I bit back a yelp as Otto appeared at my side seemingly out of nowhere. Vampire stealth. Travis and Brent cursed and had weapons drawn before I stepped in front of Otto, hands out in appeasement.

      “Whoa. Take it easy. Remember—he’s on our side. Otto—these are my friends Brent and Travis. Guys—this is Otto.”

      “Don’t be afraid,” Otto said. “I will not feed from you. Mark knows this to be true.”

      “We’ve got two more of our folks in human form—priests going after a demon,” I told Otto. “And five shifters—bobcats and a wolf—so they’re friends, not food.”

      Otto nodded. “I will remember.” He smiled, and I tried not to flinch at the fangs, but my lizard brain wasn’t completely onboard. “Now, we hunt.”

      I blinked, and he was gone.

      Earlier, we’d debated how best to enter. I wasn’t keen on trying to scale the drainpipes to get in on an upper floor, and we didn’t know for certain whether the basement had any tunnels that led to the outside. That meant that we were going right in the front door, come hell or high water.

      I didn’t see our shifter team, and more to the point, I didn’t hear them, either. Hopefully, that meant they got in without a problem and were headed to the basement. I was pretty sure the priests were already inside, too.

      Brent and I figured we would plow the road for Travis, and then go after Brunrichter. He and I led the way with Travis behind us, up the broad steps and into the vestibule.

      Straight into a dozen zombies with mix-n-match parts.

      Brent and I had shotguns at the ready, locked and loaded. We aimed for the skull, and they burst like ripe melons. The cavernous entranceway magnified the sound of the blasts, which boomed like thunder. Travis covered our backs, as more zombies crawled up from the basement.

      I’d only gotten a glimpse of the interior with its white mildewed plaster walls that were now splattered with zombie guts. In the center of the room, a big stairway led upward. The steps to the basement were behind those stairs, a dark opening to the lower levels. Boom after boom echoed through the cavernous building as our shells took down the zombies.

      It figured that Brunrichter would create his own undead goon squad since toying with life and death seemed to be an obsession for him. It also looked like he’d added some Frankenstein to the mix, changing out limbs and that hadn’t been original equipment.

      Gobbets of rotting flesh hung from the wooden banister. None of us had been able to avoid the spray of brains and bone bits. Whatever fringe science or dark magic animated the zombies wasn’t meant for long use. Advanced decomposition left blackened strips of skin hanging from their bones and bloated their bodies. They smelled like two-day-old roadkill in a heatwave.

      Our shots punctured those swollen meat sacks, and the liquified organs erupted in a fountain of noxious black liquid that managed to smell even worse.

      “God, that’s rank,” Brent said. “And I thought they smelled bad on the outside.”

      The zombies tried to block us from getting near either set of stairs, but the longer we blew them to smithereens, the more I noticed that they weren’t attempting to do anything except get in our way. No grabbing or biting, just shambling. One of them ran into the curve of the balustrade and stayed there, walking in place like those battery-operated toy dogs.

      “They’re cannon fodder,” I shouted over the noise, and tried hard not to get any spoiled bits in my mouth.

      That meant they were either sent to delay us and allow Brunrichter to flee, or to keep us stalled here while more dangerous creatures came to finish us off. If we hadn’t come prepared to fight the zombies, they seemed more likely to pig pile an unwary traveler and subdue him rather than rip a person limb from limb.

      It seemed like overkill when a net and a tripwire would have done the same thing. Maybe Brunrichter wasn’t as good at this kind of thing as his legend suggested.

      Finally, we downed the last few zombies and held our breaths to see if more would come from elsewhere in the building. Without the din of our blasts, I could hear the roar of a bear from down below, along with the hiss of the big cats and the vicious growls and barks of a dog, confirming that Donny and the shifters had gotten in ahead of us. Damn, but Donny sounded all grown up.

      We heard crashing and banging from above, and then an inhuman laugh that sent ice down my spine. Father Jacinski shouted something in Polish, as Father Leo’s voice rose in the familiar Latin rite of exorcism. That meant the priests had also made it inside before the zombie squad showed up. Security didn’t seem to be Brunrichter’s strong point, which might explain how so many of the cryptids escaped.

      A guttural voice taunted the padres, hurling insults and blasphemies, and the idea of actually hearing a demon’s voice made my gut clench.

      Travis and Brent glanced at each other, a silent conversation, and I almost got the feeling that they regretted not being part of the action. Even though Travis had left the priesthood, I knew he still did exorcisms, and if God didn’t mind, I figured no one else was entitled to an opinion.

      But at the moment, the exorcism blocked our way up the main steps to find Brunrichter.

      “There’s got to be another set of stairs,” Brent said, glancing toward the two darkened wings. We had brought flashlights, not knowing what to expect, and I was glad we came prepared.

      “Left or right?” I looked to Travis, hoping the ghosts would have a suggestion. He looked as if he were listening to a conversation the rest of us couldn’t hear, and I figured that was probably true.

      “Right,” he said, and we headed that direction, sweeping the deserted corridors to make sure nothing lay in wait. We let Brent take point because he’d clearly been trained for this sort of thing. I watched and learned. Travis brought up the rear, and from the unfocused look in his eyes, I had the feeling he was straddling the worlds of the living and the dead, staying with us but also tuning in to the facility’s old ghosts.

      It didn’t escape me that the peeling paint and moisture-streaked walls looked exactly like the vision Phoebe had described, the one where I was running and covered in blood.

      From what Penny’s ghost had told us, the central portion of the building held the main facilities—kitchen, classrooms, staff offices, infirmary. The laundry and maintenance rooms were in the basement, along with the boiler room and mechanicals. That meant the two wings were residential, rooms that once held individuals and whole families who had nowhere else to go.

      Fuck, even I could tell that this place was haunted as hell, and I didn’t have a psychic bone in my body. Not only did the hulking monstrosity of a building give me the “creeps”—layman’s language for the gut sense that something isn’t right—but a feeling of doom seemed to ooze from the walls, growing stronger by the minute.

      I didn’t like trying to circle around. Cutting through the old wing made us vulnerable. Not to mention that no one was guarding the main entrance. We hadn’t come this far just to let Brunrichter slip out the front door while we took the scenic route to the second floor. On the other hand, I doubted that even he wanted to cut through the middle of an exorcism.

      And where the fuck were the vampires?

      Our footsteps seemed loud as we hurried down the trash-and-leaf strewn hallway. Before the mad doc claimed the place, it had stood vacant for a long time, open to vandals and the weather. Although, since I didn’t see much graffiti or damage, I wondered if the ghosts had scared most intruders off.

      The wing was one long corridor from end to end, with doors opening to rooms on both sides. Even in the daytime, it would have been dark without any windows, and the old light fixtures probably didn’t do much to dispel the gloom. This was the end of the road for most of the people unlucky enough to come here, and I doubted that many left the farm alive.

      Up ahead, moonlight streamed through the windows in the staircase at the end of the wing. Brent and I couldn’t sweep all of the dozens of rooms along the hall, so we made damn sure that the doors were shut to avoid nasty surprises. As we neared the end without getting ambushed, my hopes rose.

      That’s probably what fucked us over.

      Just as we neared the stairwell, a figure sprang from the shadows. Our flashlights gave us a split second to know he wasn’t one of ours before Brent and I opened fire. The shots hit him, doing damage, but he kept on coming at a leisurely stroll.

      “Those aren’t going to work,” he said as if we hadn’t just blasted him in the chest. “Don’t run. I’ll make it quick.”

      Fucking vampires. I knew better than to make eye contact, but I’d forgotten how damn compelling their voices are, slowing my reactions when even a fraction of a second mattered.

      “Suck silver,” Travis muttered, lunging in front of us. He splashed the vampire with holy water with one hand and shot a silver bullet from the gun in his right hand. The holy water hissed and crackled as it scorched the vamp’s skin, but he still managed to dodge the bullet, which dug into the wall behind him.

      Brent and I had our silver-edged machetes out, but the vamp was on us before we got close. They’re so fuckin’ fast. Travis couldn’t get another shot without possibly hitting Brent or me, but he drew his silver-coated Ka-Bar and closed in as Brent and I tried to slow the creature’s advance, hoping to pin his arms and avoid those fangs for Travis to strike the killing blow.

      The vamp shook us off like we were barely an annoyance, tossing me in one direction to slam against the wall and hurling Brent in the other. We hit hard, with a rain of plaster dust.

      The creature favored Travis with a malicious smile. “Oh, I do love a defrocked priest. All that lovely angst.”

      Blurred movement sent a rush of air through the corridor, and then the vamp found himself hoisted by his collar and thrown hard enough to skid across the floor and nearly reach the stairwell.

      Otto barely spared us a glance. He looked like the killer he was, a very different kind of butcher. “Run,” he told us, and advanced on the vampire he’d come to fight.

      Brent and I had climbed to our feet, bruised but otherwise undamaged. Travis lingered just long enough to make sure we were mobile, and then turned and sprinted in the opposite direction, which seemed like the most sane thing we’d done so far.

      Behind us, I heard crashing and curses as the two vampires squared off against each other. On our own, we might have gotten in enough shots to take the vamp before he got one of us—maybe. I had a gut feeling Otto could handle him. The clash sounded like a dinosaur wrecking crew as wood splintered and plaster cracked.

      We could still hear the demon’s shrieks and the distant roar of a bear. Fuck my life. How do I get myself into these things?

      We ran back the way we came, flashlights bobbing and sending a crazy pattern of light that bounced off the walls and painted streaks of light on the floor.

      “Fuck. We’ve got company.”

      Four silhouettes strode toward us. Shoulder-to-shoulder, they blocked the hallway. I figured we’d found the human guards.

      Travis and Brent flung open one of the closed doors and dodged inside on the left, while I did the same on the right as bullets splintered the wood and thunked into the heavy plaster walls.

      Brent and I swung out from cover into position seconds later, firing the shotguns, then retreating into the dark rooms. Two of the goons cried out, and I hoped we’d hit the mark.

      We’d thumbed off our flashlights so we made harder targets. The long-empty space held a damp chill and smelled of mold and rodent nests. I didn’t want to think about what else might be in the shadows, dead or alive.

      The goons fired back, a fusillade that sounded like we’d stepped into a war zone. When it let up, Brent and I dodged back out to squeeze off a few more rounds. A bullet grazed my shoulder; others whistled by closer than I wanted to acknowledge. I heard Brent curse through gritted teeth, and I wondered if he’d been hit, too.

      “Fire in the hole!” Travis yelled. I didn’t know what he was doing, but experience had taught me to duck and cover. I dropped to a crouch, wrapped my arms around my head and hugged the wall, with eyes squeezed shut, heart pounding.

      Light flared so brightly my vision went crimson for a second, and the boom nearly deafened me even with my forearms pressed against my ears. That flashbang grenade couldn’t have done good things for any of the goons we hadn’t shot. I wondered what it had done to Otto and the vamp.

      As quickly as I could see again and get my balance from the sound blast, I swung back out for another round and caught sight of Brent in my peripheral vision, doing the same.

      Four men lay on the ground, groaning in pain.

      “Cover me,” Brent said, as he and I inched from our hiding places and turned our lights back on. “I’ll zip tie them.”

      Travis and I kept our guns trained on the downed men as Brent made short work of binding their wrists and ankles.

      “We hit three of them, but nothing looks life-threatening,” he reported. “I don’t think they’ll bleed out before we’re done.”

      I felt a warm trickle of blood running down my arm and chest that I hadn’t noticed before. It was hard to tell when we were all covered in zombie guts and vamp blood, but it looked like Brent had gotten nicked, too.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Through and through. Travis tied it. I’ll be okay until we’re out of here.”

      “We still need to get to the second floor,” I pointed out. “Come on.” We headed for the stairs at the end of the left-hand wing, another long dark corridor filled with unknown peril. Behind us, I could hear Otto and the vamp still duking it out, and I wondered if they’d bring the building down around them before either one gave in.

      To my astonishment, nothing jumped out at us before we reached the stairs, and we headed up warily. The sounds of Father Leo and Father Jacinski’s exorcism grew louder, both their chants and the shrieks of the demon. It seemed like it was taking forever to send this particular fucker back to the pit of Hell, and I wondered whether he was just an upper-level demon, or if something else anchored him here.

      Now that we’d made it to the second floor, I had no idea where we’d find Brunrichter. But before we could start flinging doors open and searching rooms, I heard a god-awful sound from the stairs we had just climbed, a thudding-scratching-wheezing noise that could only have one source.

      “Bear!” I yelled as a hulking, furry brute pounded up the last few steps and came charging from the stairwell.

      I had enough light to make out the bared fangs and the glint of murder in the creature’s eyes as it barreled toward us.

      We couldn’t outrun it, and there was nowhere to go without barging into the center atrium and landing in the middle of an exorcism. I had seconds to react, not even enough time for my sorry life to flash before my eyes. Before I had a chance to think, I went down on one knee, pulled the grenade launcher from its sling, and fired.

      The custom shell hit center mass, filled with a mix of salt, silver, iron filings, and holy water. A second later, Brent fired the tranq pistol and hit the brute in the shoulder.

      I don’t know what that would have done to a real bear, but this was a bear-shifter. The grenade caught the brown bear just as he rose up on his hind legs, ready to swat me into ribbons with that massive paw, and bowled him over, but not before the dart lodged in his skin.

      He lay on his back, paws churning, roaring like he intended to rip us apart. I didn’t doubt that the silver stung, and while his shifter metabolism would heal him rapidly, that shell had to hurt like a son of a bitch. I braced myself, expecting him to spring to his feet and gobble us down.

      A snore like a chainsaw rumbled through the corridor. Brent and I exchanged a look, and he shrugged. As we watched, the bear’s outline shimmered, and in the next instant, a brawny biker dude lay buck naked on his back, sawing logs.

      Cautiously, I rose to my feet, but the biker-bear didn’t move. I re-holstered the grenade launcher and pulled the shotgun again. Brent went to zip tie the bear shifter, just in case.

      “Where’s Brunrichter?” I asked Travis, figuring his ghosts would know.

      Travis got that far-away look in his eyes again and then led us back down the way we’d come, just a few doors, to what might have been an office. “In here, the ghost says.”

      I pulled the door open, and Brent had his gun trained on the opening. Travis shone his light over Brent’s shoulder.

      Old-fashioned office furniture filled the room, looking like it had been left behind when the place closed down. Filing cabinets stood along one wall, and on another was a large bookshelf. Travis swept his light from one side to the other, but there was nobody inside.

      We stepped in, expecting a trap. The furnishings might be old, but the room had been used recently. Folders on the desk weren’t dusty, and a coffee cup was still warm. That meant Brunrichter was close. But where was he?

      “Hello, Travis.”

      The voice that sounded behind us managed to be both casual and ominous. Before any of us could react, we were flying through the air, slammed against the walls or furniture by an invisible force.

      Then I remembered that the Sinistram employed witches.

      “Grady. I should have figured.” Travis’s voice sounded forced, as if he’d had to fight to speak.

      “When they assigned me to this, and I knew we wouldn’t be far from Pittsburgh, I wondered if you’d show up,” Grady said, moving into the room. I got a look at him, and nothing about the man was memorable. Forgettable, bland features, pale blond hair parted to one side, and a weak jaw. He looked like a bad casting agent’s idea of an accountant.

      Only our flashlights broke the darkness, crisscrossed beams of light from where they’d fallen when we were thrown. Grady’s magic kept us pinned. I still had a grip on my gun, but I couldn’t move. Even breathing took effort.

      Brent still held the tranq pistol, but Travis’s shotgun lay at his feet, where he was splayed against the wall like a gigged frog.

      “And then I thought, Travis Dominick wouldn’t be stupid enough to do that, not when he got out and turned his back on everything he’d sworn vows to protect,” Grady continued.

      “Fuck you.” Travis sounded like he had to force the words out.

      “You have no idea how important the work is that’s being done here,” Grady went on. “This could put us far ahead of any of our enemies. It’s a game-changer, a shift in the balance of power. But all you can see is that we’re breaking the rules.”

      His lips twisted in a sneer. “Rules were meant to be broken, didn’t you know that?”

      My heart pounded, and I tried to keep my breathing steady. Travis didn’t have any magic, to my knowledge. Not beyond his abilities as a psychic and a medium at least, not the kind that threw people across rooms or sent fire streaking from their fingertips. So I didn’t have a clue how we were going to get out of this, and with his head tipped back against the wall and his eyes closed, it looked to me like Travis had given up.

      “Answer me when I speak to you!” Grady snarled, and his breath fogged in the rapidly cooling air.

      I’d been so focused on being pinned to the wall, I hadn’t realized how cold it was getting. Travis hadn’t given up. He was doing what he did best.

      The ghost of an old woman in an ill-fitting dress blinked into view right in front of Grady’s face, then walked through his body as if he wasn’t there.

      Grady shivered convulsively, and panic dimmed control of his magic.

      Brent and I fired at the same time. He hit Grady in the chest with a tranq dart. I shot the mofo in the knee. Grady dropped like he was poleaxed, managing to shriek once before the tranquilizers kicked in.

      We all fell to the ground as Grady’s magic failed and released us. Travis landed on his feet. Brent onto his hands and knees. I landed on my ass and tried not to shoot anyone by accident.

      “How much was in that dosage?” I asked Brent, looking down at the immobilized agent.

      “Enough to knock out a brown bear.”

      “Damn.”

      I couldn’t read Travis’s expression. I knew he had said he wanted to deal with any Sinistram agents himself, but that really hadn’t been an option. And to be honest, the ghost he summoned made all the rest possible. If he wanted to quibble about it, there would be time enough later—if we survived. Brent and I zip tied Grady, not that we expected that big of a dose to wear off anytime soon.

      Out in the atrium, the shrieking and chanting continued. That was one hell of a stubborn demon.

      “The ghosts said Brunrichter was here.” I turned in a slow circle, taking in the room. “So where is he?”

      The same ghost who had freaked out Grady reappeared near the bookshelves on the far wall. She beckoned to Travis, then walked right through the shelves and disappeared.

      “If I remember how it worked in Scooby-Doo, that means there’s a secret room,” I said.

      Brent and I each took one side of the shelves and put our backs into it. My shoulder hurt like a mother, and blood soaked my shirt, making it stick to my skin. The shelving slid along the wall with a whine, suggesting that we were forcing a mechanism that would have moved it automatically.

      Behind the shelves was a door.

      Brent reached for the knob.

      “Wait!” Travis said. We looked at him, not understanding, and then he closed his eyes and his face tightened with concentration.

      The temperature in the room plunged further, until I shivered despite my coat. Frost tipped Travis’s eyelashes and his blue-tinged lips.

      Ghosts flickered into sight around us, like staticky images on a bad TV signal, gradually growing more solid. Young, old, men, women—they looked careworn and angry, people who had suffered in life and then been denied dignity even in death.

      “Shock troops,” Travis said when he opened his eyes, with a slight twist of his lips at the bad pun. Brent pulled the door open, but stayed to the side, and so did Travis and I. The ghosts swept in like a storm surge, and we heard a man’s startled shout.

      Brent and I pivoted into the doorway, guns drawn, with Travis right behind us.

      A skinny man with a long face and owlish glasses stood in the middle of the small secret room. But where I’d expected him to have been overrun with vengeful spirits, all the ghosts kept their distance, leaving Brunrichter standing alone in the middle of an empty circle.

      “You can’t touch me,” the mad doctor crowed. “I am protected.”

      Travis slipped out from behind us, and a moment later, I heard his voice rise in chant with Father Leo and Father Jacinski. This was a new litany, one I hadn’t heard before, but Travis apparently knew it by heart. I couldn’t imagine how the padres had gone this long without losing their voices, but with Travis joining in, the litany sounded loud and defiant.

      The demon shrieked again, but this time the screech was more of pain and fear than frustration.

      Brunrichter’s expression changed from smug to angry. “No, you can’t! That’s not possible. They told me it wasn’t possible!”

      “Domine expuere!” Father Leo shouted.

      “Domine expuere!” Father Jacinski echoed, his bass voice strong and commanding.

      “Domine expuere! Vade retro Satana!” Travis’s baritone finished the incantation.

      I knew enough Latin from hunting to get the gist. Lord, eject! Get thee behind me, Satan!

      “Stay away!” Brunrichter’s panicked voice brought my attention back to the twitchy man in the center of the room. “I’m warning you. Stay away!”

      The ghosts didn’t listen. Before Brent and I had a chance to fire a shot, the vengeful spirits closed in, eager to take their revenge on a proxy for all those who had done them wrong. A sea of gray forms enveloped Brunrichter, hiding him from sight.

      Then the screaming started.

      Brunrichter’s shrill cries sounded like the ghosts had started by ripping off his balls, and maybe they did. Blood spurted, bright crimson against the writhing gray mass, painting streaks across the dirty white walls.

      As quickly as the ghosts appeared, they vanished. All that remained was Brunrichter’s bloodied corpse, skin shredded as if by sharp fingernails, human bites covering his arms, eyes gouged out, and chunks of hair ripped from his scalp.

      The ghosts might not have gotten their pound of flesh, but it was damn close.

      Travis stumbled in behind us. He’d only been gone for minutes, but the effort of the exorcism and using his mediumship looked like it had taken a toll.

      “As soon as you sent the demon packing, Brunrichter lost his protection.” Brent filled in his partner without being asked. “And the ghosts finished the job.”

      Travis swallowed and nodded. “That was too damn close.”

      “Mark! Brent, Travis—where are you?” Father Leo’s voice was a raspy echo of his usual tone, but he and Father Jacinski came in looking for us and stopped cold when they saw Brunrichter’s body on the floor. Both men crossed themselves reflexively.

      “Then it’s done,” Father Jacinski said. “We did good work tonight.”

      “What about the prisoners? Donny and the bobcats…” I said, able to think about more than not getting killed for the first time since we entered the old facility.

      Brent chuckled. “I know it’s not really funny, but every time you say that I think it sounds like a singing group. Two nights only—Donny and the Bobcats!”

      I had to laugh because he was right. Then I turned to Father Leo. “You’d better call the clean-up crew. There’s a bear shifter who might be dead out in the hallway, a dozen or so dismembered ghouls in the lobby, and two vampires might still be duking it out near the other stairs.”

      “Don’t forget the four goons tied up in the other wing,” Brent reminded me.

      “Yeah. Them, too,” I added. The Occulatum had people who made evidence like this disappear, the kinds of things that would attract too much attention if the authorities got involved.

      “I’ll do it as soon as we’re out of here,” Father Leo promised.

      We headed toward the big main staircase, exhausted, bloodied, and for some of us, covered in ghoul guts. The second-floor balcony had a huge salt ring on the floor, with other symbols I didn’t recognize painted in what might have been blood on the tile floor. I decided I didn’t want to know. The air stank of sulfur and charred meat, and a large scorch mark marred the middle of the circle.

      When we reached the main lobby on the first floor, we found a German Shepherd and five bobcats huddled together beneath the steps. The fifth big cat’s fur was matted and streaked with blood, and even in his feline form, Corey’s eyes looked haunted. Joel stood next to his brother protectively, arching his back and raising his hackles even to me.

      I gave him a look. “Don’t give me that attitude,” I warned him. “I’ve got a plant mister, and I’m not afraid to spray you.”

      Donny looked like he’d been in a dog fight, with a notch in his ear and a slash on his haunches. He yipped when I looked at him and managed to thump his tail. “The other prisoners?” I asked.

      Donny dropped his head and whined. I took that to mean Corey was the only survivor.

      Brent and Travis slipped off to double-check, but I was willing to take Donny’s word for it.

      “You were terrific,” I told the shifters. Joel licked one paw and slicked it over his ear, as if he knew they’d done well.

      Brent and Travis returned after a few minutes. “Looks like there were more goons downstairs, but they’re all dead,” Brent reported. “As for the other prisoners…there were some bodies, but no one else alive.”

      I startled as Otto appeared next to me. “I won,” he told me, with a bloody smile. He looked as if he’d rolled around in a slaughterhouse, but honestly, I didn’t want to know the details.

      “Thanks, Otto. I owe you one.”

      “Anytime, boss. This was fun.” He vanished as quickly as he’d come, and I hoped he remembered that he was supposed to head straight back to the preserve to relieve Tristan.

      I turned back to the shifters. “How about a ride back in the bed of Father Leo’s truck?” I asked, knowing that they wouldn’t be able to walk the whole way. Donny yipped twice, and then let out a howl. The other cats glared, but Joel actually looked amused.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said, as we headed for the door. “If we hustle, I might not miss all of the Friday the 13th marathon on TV.”
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        * * *

      

      We headed back to my place because as tired as we all were, we knew that Chiara, Blair, and the kids would want to know what happened.

      Travis spotted the black SUV and tensed. “You expecting company?”

      “It’s Dastardly and Muttley,” I sighed.

      “Who?” Brent shot me a look.

      “Agents Smith and Jones, Occulatum and CIA—we think,” I clarified. “The guys who said they’d have our backs. Can’t you tell by how easy it was?”

      We got out of the car at the same time Father Leo and Father Jacinski climbed down from their truck. Interestingly, Donny and the bobcats were nowhere to be seen.

      “Brunrichter’s dead—no thanks to you,” I said as we closed the distance on the two agents. My arm hurt like a son of a bitch, my head pounded, and I had no filters remaining and no fucks left to give.

      “It’s done.” Father Leo shot me a warning glare. “The cleaners are on their way to handle the rest.”

      “Were there any survivors?” Jones asked, staring us down behind his dark glasses.

      “None.” Father Jacinski’s deep bass sounded like the voice of God. “All dead.”

      Jones raked his gaze over our group, but no one blinked. Finally, he gave a curt nod. “Good.”

      “Nice work,” Smith said. He turned toward me. “Not that I’m required to tell you, but we scrambled all communications coming out of the target, cleared the airspace, and hijacked any video feeds so no reinforcements were sent. You’re welcome.”

      “We went along with this because it was in our backyard.” Father Leo’s stern tone made it clear he was at the end of his patience. “But we aren’t your strike team.”

      “This isn’t over,” Smith said, raising his head. I knew Father Leo outranked Smith, but for once, the man looked ready to stand his ground. “Brunrichter and Tumblety’s rivalry to create the perfect weaponized creatures is just part of the big picture. Tumblety’s a little harder to reach, but we have our people infiltrating his team, slowing his work. We can’t allow either C.H.A.R.O.N. or the Sinistram to get an advantage.”

      “It’s over for me,” I said. “All I want is some whiskey and a soft bed.”

      “You don’t get it,” Jones snapped. “Last time, it was witches pitted against each other. Now, two infamous mad scientists. Someone is lining up these ‘death matches’ to either eliminate the competition or find the strongest players. There’ll be more. We have to disrupt it.”

      “Or what?” Brent challenged. Travis elbowed him, but with an expression that made it clear he didn’t think Brent would listen.

      “We don’t know yet,” Smith replied. “Which should make you very worried.”

      It did, but I was too tired to care right now.

      “Send me the report,” Father Leo replied, with a look on his face that made it clear pushing him any further tonight would be a bad idea. “We’ll get back to you. Now make yourselves scarce.”

      “Yes, leave us,” Father Jacinski said. “We have vodka to drink and songs to sing.”

      Jones looked like he might have made a retort, but Smith grabbed him by the elbow and practically dragged him to the SUV. Behind us in the cabin, Demon had noticed our return and was barking his fool head off. I had the feeling we’d discover that Donny and the other shifters had gone through the woods to the back door and would be waiting for us inside.

      I didn’t doubt that Smith and Jones were actually telling the truth or that we’d get dragged back in at some point. I didn’t even doubt that this might all be part of some vast conspiracy. Tonight, we were alive, and we’d won. That was all I cared about right now.

      “Fuck Wayne and Garth and the horse they rode in on,” I said as we watched the taillights recede. “We’ve got food, alcohol, and bandages inside. Let’s celebrate.”
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      We grew up in the area Mark Wojcik claims as home territory, and part of the fun of writing this series is getting to research and explore history, legends, and lore about a place we used to live. We’ve discovered a whole lot of things we didn’t know and found some really unusual stories, including some pretty strange cryptids said to be native to Pennsylvania.

      The Mercer County Poor Farm (also called the Alms House) did exist, and old photos are online. It ceased to function as a place of last resort in the 1960s, and while many of the old buildings have been torn down (including the brick castle), the grounds and newer buildings are used as a nursing facility. Woodcock Lake is only a few miles from where Gail grew up, a very nice place for a picnic or a bike ride.

      If you’re looking for a new region to explore, take a trip and check it out!

      If you want to know more about Travis Dominick and Brent Lawson, they star in their own series, the Night Vigil, with the first book, Sons of Darkness. Simon Kincaide also stars in his own Badlands series, written under Gail’s Morgan Brice name.

      All our urban fantasy series cross over, so it’s one big spooky universe!
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