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      Northwestern Pennsylvania, where the men are men and the sheepsquatch are…deeply respectful.

      Except when they aren’t.

      I slogged through a wooded area near Tamarack Lake, slapping at deer flies and gnats, and cursing under my breath. I’d had a quiet Friday night in mind, binge-watching a few movies, drinking some beer, and hanging out with my pet doberman, Demon. Then the call came, and so here I was, up to my balls in scrub grass, chasing a wooly cryptid through the woods.

      Unfortunately, nothing about that scenario was the tiniest bit unusual.

      The red filter on my flashlight hat supposedly made the light harder for my quarry to spot, but I just thought it gave a cheap horror movie effect to the whole thing. I bent down and peered at some fibers caught in a pricker bush. They looked like strands of dirty white wool, which told me I was on the right track.

      Up ahead, I caught a glimpse of a pale hunched figure, and I picked up my pace. I had a modified harpoon gun with a grappling hook-tipped shaft attached to a heavy-duty rope, and a secret weapon about to be deployed as soon as I had a better visual on the creature.

      And there he was, in all his sheepish glory. This particular sheepsquatch stood about six feet tall on his hind legs, with a coat of matted wool. It had a head like a big horned sheep, and a muzzle like a husky dog and a yeti had a mistaken night of passion and birthed a love child. Not to mention, the thing smelled like ass.

      My buddy, Officer Pat Carmody, had called me in because the critter had been gnawing on people’s landscaping, and he was afraid someone would call in the media and we’d have a monster all over TV, which would draw all of the wrong kinds of attention. Things could get ugly.

      And they definitely could, especially if the sheepsquatch was indeed a male because those things are hung like a squirrel—proportionally, I mean. Not a pretty sight, when it stands up nekkid on its hind feet. Not to mention those big horns, and when they butt like a billy goat, someone’s going flying. Sheepsquatch also have a temper and a nasty overbite.

      I’d checked out the area earlier, trying to be prepared. Not that anything I ever planned went the way it was supposed to, but I figure it’s the thought that counts.

      “Hey ugly!” I shouted, and the sheepsquatch stopped. I hefted the harpoon gun to my shoulder and shot. The grappling hook shaft sailed through the air and caught like a burr in the creature’s thick, wooly coat. The other end of the rope was attached to a water ski handle, and I grabbed hold and slung my harpoon gun over one shoulder.

      At the same time, I could hear the yapping of a border collie, which had been let loose from its kennel and crashed through the scrub toward us.

      The sheepsquatch stood to its full height and let out a baleful bleat. It turned its beady eyes on me, then swiveled its head toward the collie—and took off running.

      The whole idea behind the harpoon and grappling hook had been to “steer” the creature toward the cage that Pat and my other friend, Officer Louie Marino, had helped me set up earlier in the day. Instead, I found myself sheepsquatch-skiing across the slick grass, skidding and stumbling and trying to keep up.

      “I’ve got him!” I shouted, although it was a toss-up over who had whom. The border collie was on the job, nipping at the monster’s heels, hedging it in so that it lumbered in the right direction. The sheepsquatch tried to bolt, and I threw my weight in the opposite direction. At six foot two and about one-ninety, I’m not a little guy, but Sheepy was solid muscle and probably had at least seventy pounds on me.

      “Get the shot!” I yelled to Louie, as I lost my footing and tumbled along like a tin can on a string behind a Just Married car. “Tranq him!”

      At best, I slowed the sheepsquatch down a bit. Mostly, I probably just annoyed the fuck out of him, as he tried to swat at the place where the hooks were lodged in his fur. Louie fired, but the dart hit the creature in the arm, not the ass. That just pissed Sheepy off, and he started to run.

      The border collie yipped and barked, trying to keep Sheepy headed toward the cage. I stubbornly held onto the grip, skidding on my dupa and then managing to get on my feet, trying to make sure the creature didn’t get away from us.

      “Shoot him again!” I yelled. “It didn’t take.”

      Both Pat and Louie were local cops, but they weren’t park rangers, and roofie-ing cryptids wasn’t in their job description. I heard two shots, and Sheepy jerked when the darts hit. One was center mass in his chest, and the other stuck out of his big hairy backside.

      Sheepy bellowed and swatted at the darts, managing to knock the one in front away, but he couldn’t reach his butt. The dog nearly had him to the steel cage filled with yummy treats like clover and slices of bread. Almost on the threshold of the cage, the creature stopped and glared at Louie, who was closest, then took a roundhouse swing at him. Sheepsquatch aren’t the most graceful creatures even when they haven’t been pumped full of tranquilizers, but this one punched like a drunk. His fist went wide, but Louie stumbled getting out of his way and fell down, landing on the remote for his police cruiser. He hit it just right, setting off the strobe lights and sirens.

      Sheepy stiffened, bleated in alarm, and wobbled. I knew he was going down, and I didn’t want to have to haul a couple hundred pounds of rank sheepsquatch ass into the cage, so I plowed into him from behind. He fell forward into the cage and didn’t move. The border collie ran up, wagging his tail, taking credit for the whole thing.

      “Does that count as sheep-tipping?” Louie asked as he got to his feet and surveyed the unconscious monster.

      “Maybe it’s like those fainting goats,” Pat said, coming up to join us. “Only bigger.”

      I sighed and moved just close enough to untangle my grappling hook from the creature’s matted wool. I’d have bruises tomorrow, and I felt like I’d been dragged by a truck. The night was still young, and I still had to get Sheepy to the new cryptid preserve we’d set up in the Big Woods.

      “All right,” I said. I bent down and put an ankle monitor on the capture and locked the door to the cage. “On to Stage Two.”

      Pat went behind a nearby tree and pulled the camouflage netting off of the forklift he had borrowed from his brother-in-law. I jogged up to the road, wincing at already-sore muscles, and backed my big black Silverado truck closer. Once Pat got Sheepy loaded, Louie and I threw the netting over the cage and strapped the whole thing down.

      “Go ahead and take the forklift back,” I told Pat. “Louie and I can handle it from here. Thanks for the help—I owe you a beer.”

      Pat grinned. “Thank you for taking that thing off my hands. He’s eaten enough people’s shrubs that someone was going to end up shooting him, and then we’d have to explain it.”

      Louie and I loaded into the truck and headed north, keeping to the back roads because not all cops were as accommodating as my buddies.

      As Friday nights go, this was pretty much par for the course.

      I’m Mark Wojcik, mechanic and monster hunter. I didn’t get into the business for fame or glory—and sure as hell not for the money. People become hunters because they lose someone they love. In my case, it was because my father, uncle, cousin, and brother were killed by a wendigo when we were out deer hunting. I survived. My penance lies in hunting the creatures that go bump in the night, to try to keep the same tragedy from befalling some other sorry sumbitch.

      Louie and I go back to elementary school, so he and Pat are two of the relatively few people who know about my monster-hunting gig. They help me out as cops by looking the other way on occasion, and I help them out with problems that are my kind of weird.

      “You ever fight a sheepsquatch before?” Louie asked as we headed toward Kane. We’d have a couple hours in the truck on the way up and back, and radio stations were for shit once we got out in the boonies.

      “No, but I figured he couldn’t be too much worse than a big zombie,” I replied. “Smells almost as bad, but at least the sheepsquatch doesn’t fall apart.”

      “I’m thankful for small favors,” Louie said drily.

      We spent the rest of the drive talking about normal stuff—poker, sports scores, beer, and the ever-popular “what the hell is going on with the Pirates?” debate. Remarkably, we even managed to ignore the big, smelly cryptid in the back of the truck that had started snoring like a chainsaw about an hour into the drive.

      By the time we got to Kane, I had started to wonder how long the tranq would keep Sheepy sleepy. I didn’t really like the idea of a full-grown sheepsquatch throwing himself around the cage while we were still on the highway. I also wasn’t fond of the idea of getting him back out of the cage when he was in a pissy mood. Then again, without the forklift, I wasn’t sure Louie and I could get Sheepy out of the cage by ourselves. Gus wouldn’t be much help with that part.

      “You think your guy up here can handle that critter?” Louie asked.

      “Gus is good at his job,” I replied. “He’s held up his end of the bargain so far.”

      I felt a little wistful as we drove past the exit that led to downtown Kane. Sara runs Bell’s Retreat, a bed and breakfast, and it’s a mighty fine place to stay. We’ve been seeing each other for several months. It seems a little juvenile to think of her as my “girlfriend,” but I guess that’s the right word for it. I’m divorced, and she’s widowed, so we’re going slow. Still, life’s better with Sara around, and I’m glad to have her in my life.

      “You just sighed. Thinking of Sara? Man, you’ve got it bad.” Louie chuckled.

      “Says the guy who’s been married forever.”

      Louie rolled his eyes. “Not exactly forever. But…coming up on ten years. So almost forever.”

      After I lost four people I loved to that wendigo, I didn’t work through the stages of grief fast enough for my ex-wife, who dumped me for someone presumably more cheerful. It’s taken me a long time to come up with the nerve to date again.

      “Good for you,” I said, and I meant it.

      “You’re only thirty-six, Mark,” Louie said and rolled his eyes. “Plenty of time to settle down and get in your fifty years of wedded bliss.”

      Hunting monsters might work against the idea of longevity, but I liked Louie’s idea, even if I wasn’t sure it was in the cards for me. “We’ll see,” I hedged. “Have you heard about any other disturbances that might be friends of the big guy?” I asked, with a jerk of my head to indicate Sheepy.

      “Nothing that can’t be blamed on white-tailed deer. Why? You planning to go all Bo Peep and find your sheep?”

      “Jeez, you make this job sound like way more fun than it is,” I replied. “I just haven’t seen a sheepsquatch get that close to suburbia, and then to stick around for a few days? Seems odd.”

      “Maybe he talked to a trash panda and a possum and discovered the bounty of dumpster diving,” Louie said. “There’re a lot more ‘wild’ animals mooching off garbage and handouts in the ‘burbs than most people realize.” He gave me a side-eye. “Not to mention your kind of weird stuff.”

      “My kind of weird stuff usually eats the pets or the people, not the leftovers in the garbage bin,” I reminded him. “The thing is…most cryptids are shy. Even the predators prefer places without motion-sensor spotlights, car alarms, and traffic. Sheepsquatch usually steer clear of people.”

      “Maybe he’s rabid. Don’t they say that wild animals that act too friendly usually have rabies?”

      “Just what I need—a three-hundred-pound rabid cryptid.”

      We eased my black Silverado down an old access road that had been deliberately left unkempt to discourage trespassers. A corner of the Allegheny National Forest—what locals called the “Big Woods”—had been commandeered by official powers and deemed off-limits for hunting. That land held an odd attraction to supernatural creatures and had long ago been considered sacred by the tribes that had lived in these parts. It also created a place where I could safely stow critters like Sheepy that were more of a nuisance than a threat and assure they’d stay out of my hair.

      “We really are hell and gone from anywhere out here, aren’t we?” Louie said, looking out his window.

      “That’s kinda the point.” I parked the truck next to the gate to the off-limits area that was really a cryptid preserve. The fence had been designed not to look like anything special—mostly wooden with a strand of electric wire across the top. In reality, the choice of rowan and oak for the wood, the voltage of the electric wire, and the trench filled with salt and iron filings that ran under the fence were all calculated to keep things like Sheepy on the inside.

      “He’s still out cold,” I said, pausing to take a look at the creature when I climbed down from my seat. “You keep an eye on him, and I’ll go find Gus.” I glanced to Louie. “Seriously—tranq his ass if he looks like he’s waking up. I don’t want to fight him again.” God knows I’d be feeling the bruises for days as it was.

      I grabbed a six-pack of beer out of the back of the truck and walked a ways into the woods. My heavy-duty flashlight lit up a path, but it was still damn dark out here, and we were a long way from everywhere. Bears, mountain lions, and coyotes posed a real threat, and I thought about how not-funny it would be to get killed by a plain-old-regular bear while I was trying to humanely relocate a cryptid.

      Gus’s tree wasn’t hard to find. I set the six-pack down at the bottom of the trunk and looked up into the branches. Sixty-some years ago, Gus had fallen out of a tree stand and died here. For reasons of his own, he never left. He’s helped me out on several hunts, saved my ass a few times, and since he wasn’t interested in moving on, I figured he might like a part-time job as a game preserve warden for things that go bump in the night.

      He’d been happy to help, which left one question—how to pay a ghost. That, fortunately, was easy. Gus’s taste for beer remained strong, and he’d figured out a way to drain cans, so I just brought him six-packs, and we called it even.

      “I’ve got a new one for you,” I said, even though Gus hadn’t made his appearance yet. “Thought you might want to be part of the welcoming committee.”

      Gus appeared out of nowhere, in the blink of an eye. He still wore his hunting jacket, canvas pants, boots, and cap like he had on his final hunt. But while some ghosts lacked the ability to interact with the living, Gus definitely saw and heard what went on around him. He just couldn’t talk.

      Gus pointed to the beer and nodded his head in a silent thank you. I wasn’t surprised when he didn’t drain it right away. Although I doubted ghosts could get snockered, I appreciated that Gus wanted to keep a clear head for dealing with our latest addition.

      “He’s over here,” I said, motioning for Gus to follow. As we walked, I caught him up on the trouble Sheepy had caused and gave him a slightly abridged version of the struggle to get the creature into his cage. Gus raised an eyebrow, probably figuring out that I’d left out a few of the less flattering parts. Then again, one glance at my backside would make it clear I’d been dragged all over the grass on my ass.

      “Hey, I’ve still got a little pride,” I defended. Gus grinned, and I figured he didn’t get a whole lot of conversation up here, so if I could give him a chuckle—even at my own expense—it was worth it.

      When I got back to the truck, I dug in my bag for the ankle tracker that Father Leo had obtained for our little excursion, then remembered I’d already put it on the sheepsquatch. Leo had gotten the Occulatum to send out a specialist who could rig up a barrier that would carry some extra oomph to keep creatures like Sheepy inside, where they’d be safe, and the people outside would be none the wiser. The tracker was part of that mix of high tech and magic, combining elements of both. I didn’t want to know how it worked, as long as it did.

      As I double-checked the tracker around Sheepy’s ankle, I noticed an odd bit of blue stuck to his matted fur. Curious, I leaned closer, and then when I realized what I was looking at, I grabbed a pair of pliers from my toolbox so I could remove the item without touching it.

      “What’s that?” Louie asked, looking over my shoulder.

      I shone the flashlight directly on the piece of cloth. Dried sticks and leaves stuck to the fabric. “It might be nothing,” I admitted. “But I think it could be part of a hex bag.” I tucked the remnant into a plastic bag, then stashed it in a lead container inside my toolbox, planning to deliver it to Father Leo.

      “Who’d want to hex a creature?”

      I shrugged. “The hex might have controlled him, rather than giving him bad luck. And maybe it’s just something that got stuck in his fur. We won’t know until it gets checked out.” The idea of someone putting a spell on Sheepy made me nervous, because if that really was the case, then the sheepsquatch wasn’t the bad guy here—whoever controlled him was.

      I don’t like magic, and I really don’t like it when a bad guy uses someone else to do the dirty work.

      “Come on, big guy,” I said to Sheepy, who managed to drool, fart, snort, and snore at the same time. “Let’s get you into your new home, so we can go back to ours.”

      Gus wasn’t going to be much help hauling the creature out of the cage. I’d pulled the truck up so that the back end was right at the gate, meaning we didn’t have to lug Sheepy’s stinky ass far. I grabbed one leg, and Louie grabbed the other, and we pulled with all our might. Just when I was wishing for a winch, Sheepy’s dead weight shifted. He hit the ground with a thud, but that couldn’t be helped. Between the two of us, we hauled him a few feet inside the enclosure, and I figured it was only fair, since he’d dragged me around on my butt earlier.

      “Keep an eye on him,” I said to Gus, who nodded and then gave me a joking salute. I thought having a purpose made Gus seem happier than he was when I’d met him. Being dead and depressed would suck. I was glad that Gus seemed to be enjoying his new role. I moved the truck, Louie made sure the gate was secure, and we checked that the system was on before we drove away.

      “So I don’t want to sound ableist, but how does Gus work out as a security guard since he’s…corporeally challenged?” Louie asked.

      I chuckled. “Surprisingly well. Gus can do some physical things, like make a bell ring or press an alarm button. It just takes the wind out of him for a while, so to speak. He can cross distances in the blink of an eye, so it’s not hard for him to patrol the area. There are some other ghosts hanging around who apparently like helping him keep tabs on the creatures. And we’ve recruited a couple of shifters and a recovering vamp to help out with any heavy lifting.”

      “Recovering vamp? There’s a cure for that?”

      I shook my head. “No. This particular vamp just changed his preferred food source to livestock and wild animals and prefers to be far away from people to reduce temptation. Helping out was part of his probation.”

      Louie gave me a sidelong glance. “Glad I’m not his parole officer.”

      We picked up food at a drive-through and kept up the chatter for the drive home. Although Louie’s one of my poker buddies, our group doesn’t meet as often over the summer, so we had some catching up to do. We agreed that we were overdue to go fishing, and I promised to buy raffle tickets for the police fundraiser. I dropped Louie off where he’d left his car and headed home, ready to relax a little before I fell asleep.

      I intended to eat some junk food, drink some beer, watch a superhero movie, and pet my dog, Demon. A little downtime. I thought I’d watch someone else save the world for a change, put my feet up, and do some armchair quarterbacking.

      So when my phone rang, I knew it couldn’t be anything good.

      “Sorry, Demon,” I said, giving the big sap another scritch behind the ears. He gave me a wounded, soulful look—or maybe he was just eying my chips. I removed his head from my lap, took my snack with me, and headed out to the kitchen, where I’d left my phone.

      “Sorry to bother you, Mark, but we’ve got a problem.” The caller was Father Leo Minnelli, the rector of Saint Gemma Galgani, and my boss/handler when it came to the monster business. He’s this area’s representative for the Occulatum, a secret Vatican branch of monster hunters, and, to make a long story short, I kinda work for them on the side, when I’m not fixing cars.

      “We both know that’s not entirely true, Padre, and men of the cloth aren’t supposed to tell fibs,” I said over a mouthful of nacho goodness.

      “I am sorry about calling so late on the weekend,” Father Leo said, sounding slightly aggrieved. “But the situation can’t wait.”

      “It never can,” I replied with a sigh. I like Father Leo. I really do. For a priest, he’s almost a regular guy. Hell, he’s one of my poker buddies, and he frequently beats the pants off us—for charity, of course. But I’d put in my time today, and I felt like sulking a bit longer.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Our two new friends from Kecksburg are here,” Leo replied.

      “You mean the creepy guy from the Occulatum and the d-bag from the CIA? I don’t think I’d have called them ‘friends.’”

      Father Leo cleared his throat, letting me know that I was probably on speakerphone and both men were in hearing range. “Yes. And they’d like a word.”

      “I just got in.”

      “They say it’s important.”

      “Everything’s important, except me getting time for a beer and a little downtime,” I muttered. “You know why they made you call me, don’t you?”

      “Because you’d answer the phone?”

      “That, and they’re pretty sure I’ll swear less.” I had several choice words I’d like to use about having two feds want to show up on my doorstep, but I wasn’t going to take it out on Father Leo, and they knew that, dammit.

      “I’m sure they appreciate your restraint,” Leo said, and I heard long-suffering humor in his voice. “We’re at the church. Come on over, and I’ll even put out the cookies left over from the Parish Committee meeting.”

      “All right,” I conceded. I still didn’t like it, but I sure as hell didn’t want the feds coming to my cabin, and the cookies took the sting out of it, just a bit. The old ladies on Father Leo’s committees were hella good bakers.

      “Keep my spot on the couch warm, Demon,” I said, and slipped him a couple of chips because I felt bad about leaving him alone. I glanced at the clock, did a double-take at how late it was, and figured that if I wanted to get any sleep, I’d call Pete, my shop manager, in the morning and let him know I’d be coming in closer to noon.

      When I turned around, Demon gave me a mournful look, and I shared the sentiment. Of course, I thought he was sad that we weren’t going to be hanging out on the couch together, but maybe he just minded me putting the chips away.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I told him. I switched off the TV, patted Demon on the head, and went to get my keys. Then with another self-pitying backward glance at the couch I wasn’t sitting on, I headed out the door to my truck.
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      St. Gemma Galgani was a small parish in Atlantic, named, ironically enough, for a mystic saint. Its congregation was well over retirement age. Under normal circumstances, the church probably would have been closed down long ago, but the Occulatum wanted cover for Father Leo, and his elderly parishioners adored him. I pulled into the gravel parking lot next to the sign touting the weekly bingo game, beside the big, black SUV with government plates, and headed around back, to the door to Leo’s office. It didn’t escape me that he didn’t want the feds at the rectory, either.

      “Mr. Wojcik. Nice of you to join us,” the taller of the two men said with a smirk that indicated the opposite. I knew he was CIA. The shorter guy was Occulatum, and I judged him to be the more dangerous of the two. The spook was packing heat and could rendition my ass to Gitmo, but the Occulatum guy might be able to suck out my soul and send me to perdition.

      I smiled, but it wasn’t warm and friendly. “You know, I didn’t catch your names last time. Do I call you Smith and Jones? Tweedledum and Tweedledee? Jagger and Richards?”

      The Occulatum guy looked like he’d swallowed something unpleasant. “Smith and Jones will do,” he said. “I’ll be Smith.”

      “Original. I like that.” Father Leo gave me an annoyed look, and I returned it.

      “Let’s all have a seat and some cookies,” Leo said, motioning toward a piled-high plate on the desk. “There’s a fresh pot of decaf as well.”

      We took our places, and I snagged a couple of cookies, since I figured they’d be the only good part of the meeting. Leo helped himself to one, perhaps to convince the feds that the pastries weren’t poisoned, and eventually, both of the other men took a cookie as well, though they passed on the coffee. I couldn’t blame them; decaf is the devil’s brew.

      “The last time we met, we asked that you keep an eye out for unusual supernatural activity,” Jones said.

      “I believe you suggested it could be worse than world-ending,” I replied. “Whatever that means.”

      “We believe that outside actors are using supernatural means to cause unrest, eliminate rivals, and destabilize the status quo.”

      “Outside like what? Are we talking Russians or UFOs?” It occurred to me that it should be odd that choice was even on the table. That it wasn’t strange at all speaks volumes about my life.

      “We’re talking, Mr. Wojcik, about supernatural terrorists,” Jones replied. “People who are using magic, lore, objects with special powers, or creatures for their own ends.”

      “Do you know what these ‘outside actors’ want?” Father Leo asked, offering the cookie plate again. The agents shook their heads, but I took another chocolate chip cookie. Life is short. Never pass up chocolate.

      “I’m afraid we can’t share that,” Smith said.

      I set down the cookie and met Smith’s gaze. “Neither the Padre nor I are expendable. Going into a fight against cryptids or people with powers and not knowing the score is suicide.” Not like that thought hadn’t crossed my mind, plenty of times—especially right after the wendigo, but if I went out, I’d do it on my own terms, not playing some cloak-and-dagger bullshit game. And lately, thanks to Sara and my friends, I had plenty of reasons to want to stick around. So I was in no hurry to be cannon fodder.

      Smith and I stayed locked in a staring match until he finally looked away. I felt petty enough over my interrupted evening to do a mental fist pump over making him break first. Father Leo gave me a look like he knew what I was thinking, but he didn’t object.

      “Have it your way,” Smith said. “We’re seeing a rise in supernatural extremism that parallels what’s going on in the normal world. People are angry, frustrated, looking for someone to blame, only instead of drinking too much or joining up with the tin hat crew on the Dark Web, they’re embracing forbidden magic. Some of the old truces with supernatural beings are starting to fray. And individuals who might have kept a low profile in the past are getting bolder because they sense a groundswell.”

      “That stuff sounds way above my pay grade,” I said. “I just shoot at things sane people don’t think exist. So why tell us?”

      Smith and Jones exchanged a look, and if Jones could, I’m sure he’d have enjoyed wiping our minds. Despite what the movies show, secret organizations don’t have those “flashy-thingies” yet. That leaves persuasion, casting doubt, or in dire cases, magic, to keep most people blissfully unaware that there are cryptids and creatures and long-leggedy beasties out there. But if they wanted Leo and me to hunt for them, they couldn’t very well retcon our memories.

      “We need you to be our eyes and ears,” Smith said. “If something seems off about a hunt or a creature, we need to know. Small things that might not mean anything to you might actually be important in the grand scheme.”

      “Do you intend to share that grand scheme, or is it on a need-to-know basis?” I did my best to keep the snark out of my voice, because I was sincerely curious. That didn’t stop Leo from kicking my shin under the table.

      “As you said, it’s above your pay grade,” Jones replied with a smug expression.

      “Enough.” We all turned to look at Father Leo, whose expression was positively wrathful. “Mark, quit poking the bear. Smith and Jones,” he added, and while he didn’t make air quotes with his fingers, I could hear them in his voice surrounding the aliases, “you can drop the games. Unless you’d rather that I get the full story from my boss.”

      I didn’t think Leo meant the Almighty, but whoever it was must have been high enough up the food chain to make the Occulatum guy go pale.

      “No need to be hasty,” Smith said, with a side glance that cut off whatever smart remark Jones intended to make. “We’re looking for connections between incidents that might not be as separate as they appear at first glance. Not everything will be related, of course, but we think that there’s more going on than we previously believed and that the groups may be building up to bigger things. There may even be larger forces manipulating or recruiting local agitators.”

      “What kind of ‘groups’ are we talking about?” Leo asked. I took the chance to eat my cookie.

      “There have always been factions within the werewolf, vampire, and dark magical communities that didn’t want to coexist with humans. They believe that superior abilities make them…superior. In other cases, there are certain individuals who have been on our radar for a long time who no longer seem content with keeping a low profile. They can be charismatic and dangerous, especially if they attract a following.” Jones hesitated. “Some people want to use magic for paybacks. And others who’ve found out about the supernatural want to hunt down anything that isn’t human.”

      “Cue the pitchforks and torches. You think that these groups are organizing?” I asked.

      “The most destructive groups have proven they don’t have to be large; they just need members who are extremely dedicated and a list of targets. As for their agenda, it could be so many things,” Smith replied. “Undercut a more moderate leader to allow a radical to take over. Create fear and suspicion among the humans; wipe out a rival faction. Stage mass carnage to sway public opinion their way. Those are just a few possibilities.”

      “Some of the groups have deep pockets,” Jones warned. “After all, immortality is good for building wealth.”

      Shit. “Why now?” I couldn’t help being curious. Smith and Jones sure as hell hated having to ask for help from guys like me and Father Leo. Something big had to be going on.

      “Haven’t you read the news?” Jones asked, with his smirk back in place. “Democracy is wobbly. Strongmen are making a comeback. It’s already a toxic stew of dirty money, fundamentalism, and class warfare, but you add the supernatural element—for and against—and it could put us back to the Dark Ages.” Despite his smugness, I thought I saw a glimpse of fear in his eyes.

      “All right,” Father Leo said, speaking for both of us. “We’ll let you know when we find oddities. But if we do, I need your assurance that you’ll tell us how our piece fits into the bigger scheme of things. And if you see a pattern that involves our area, we want to know about it. We protect the people who live in our territory. That’s a vow I take as seriously as any other.”

      Father Leo isn’t a big guy, but he’s no pushover, and he’s tough in a fight. Most of the time, he plays the mild-mannered local priest angle. The only other time I’d seen him look so determined was in the middle of an exorcism.

      Smith looked like he’d sucked on a lemon, but he finally nodded. Jones might have intended to say something, but seemed to reconsider. Smith definitely held the power, which I filed away as interesting and a little scary. “Okay. We will tell you what we know, as it affects your area.”

      I had the feeling there was plenty of wiggle room in that statement, but we’d won what we wanted—for now. “Anything else we need to know?” Father Leo asked.

      Smith and Jones got up. “Not at the moment. We’ll be in touch,” Smith said. They headed out the door, leaving their untouched cookies on the table.

      “I don’t trust them,” I said, as soon as their SUV pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Shocking.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Sarcasm does not behoove a man of the cloth.”

      “Did you actually use the word ‘behoove’?”

      I eyed the left-behind cookies, decided I didn’t want CIA cooties, and reluctantly let Father Leo toss them into the trash. “I need to grab something from my truck. I’ll be right back.”

      When I returned, I had the bits of cloth and fiber I’d pulled from Sheepy’s wool, stored in a lead keeping box. “Father forgive me, for I have sinned.”

      “Technically, withholding evidence is a legal matter, not a sin,” Father Leo replied without missing a beat. “What did you find?”

      I filled him in on the sheepsquatch problem and how we took care of it. The take-down and rehoming was standard procedure. “I found this when I put the ankle bracelet on him.”

      Father Leo peered into the open lead box but didn’t touch. Then he looked up. “Tell me what you’re thinking. If it’s in a lead box, you obviously don’t think he just picked up some random fuzz.”

      I shook my head. “It looks to me like what’s left of a hex bag. That would mean witches. But is it just a local pissing match, or part of something bigger?”

      “That’s why you didn’t bring it up to the men in black.”

      “Yep. I’d hate to get some local witch Gitmo’d for a neighborhood spat.”

      Leo leaned back, considering. “The sheepsquatch didn’t actually hurt anyone. It just destroyed a lot of expensive landscaping, but so do the deer.”

      “That’s the other thing that baffles me,” I admitted, wishing for more cookies. The take-out Louie and I had eaten seemed like forever ago. “Putting a hex on a cryptid to take out your neighborhood rival’s rose bushes seems like overkill.”

      “I agree,” Leo said. “We’re missing something, but it doesn’t necessarily mean this is the kind of thing Smith and Jones are looking for.” His expression of distaste over the aliases told me everything I needed to know.

      “So how about this? I leave these bits with you, and you put them in your vault for now,” I said, gesturing to the ruined hex bag. “I’ll make a few inquiries and see what I can find out. And in the meantime, we’ll keep our eyes open when we get called out for anything hinky, in case we do find ties to bigger things.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.” Father Leo carefully carried the box to a bigger lead safe we used for temporarily stashing dangerous items and came back with an empty container that I felt certain had already been blessed and aspurged with holy water.

      When he handed the box back, he hesitated. “Mark, I believe the threat is real, even if I don’t trust the messengers. There are plenty of occult objects that could do a lot of damage in the wrong hands—far more dangerous than regular terrorists with exploding pressure cookers. And if the crazy is coming from the human side and they blow the cover on the cryptids, we could be looking at registration or extermination for everything supernatural, dangerous or not. Hunters like us might be the only chance we’ve got to keep that from happening.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I get it. And I’ll keep my eyes open. Thanks, Padre.” I headed home, ready to crash on the couch with my dog. The superhero movies I’d wanted to watch suddenly seemed too much like real life. Fortunately, Demon likes cooking shows, too.
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      The next morning, I stopped at Hamilton Hardware in downtown Conneaut Lake. I needed some specialty ammunition and gossip of the witchy variety.

      “Good morning, Mark. You came in the wrong door if you’re looking for coffee.” Blair Hamilton gave me a cheery greeting from behind the counter of the store she’d inherited from her folks. The hardware store had been in the Hamilton family for generations, and when Blair came back from active duty in the Army, the family legacy fell to her and her wife, Chiara.

      “I’m always looking for coffee,” I replied, returning her grin. “But I also need some gear and ammo.”

      Blair nodded. “Give me a minute, and I’ll be right with you.”

      Blair and Chiara know about my monster hunting. Sometimes, Blair even goes out on a hunt to back me up. She keeps a secret back room at the hardware store full of the kind of equipment needed for hunting supernatural creatures—lots of iron, silver, and unusual weapons. There are some things you just can’t get online.

      I ambled around the store while Blair finished up with a customer. The big chain home improvement stores have their place, but I was glad the competition hadn’t put Hamilton Hardware out of business. Blair and her staff really knew their stuff, and they cared about their customers’ projects. Plus, once Blair started stocking supplies for supernatural hunters as well as the usual deer hunters, people came from quite a distance to get the equipment they felt comfortable staking their lives on.

      “All right, Mark. What can I do for you?” Blair asked when she caught up to me in the fishing aisle. She stood just a few inches shorter than my six-foot-two height, with an athletic build that was all muscle.

      “I’ve been busy—need more ammo,” I replied, pulling my list out of my pocket and handing it to her. Blair can read my chicken scratch, which also counts for points in my book.

      She let out a low whistle. “I’ll say. Hmm. I’ve got some of this in stock, and the rest I have to special order. How fast do you need it?”

      “Right now, I’m just replacing what I’ve used. That could change with the next phone call.”

      Blair nodded. “Gotcha. All right—why don’t you go see Chiara about some coffee and muffins, and I’ll pull what I have. Give me about half an hour, and I’ll pack up what’s in stock and give you an ETA on when to expect the stuff I’ve got to order. Good enough?”

      “Yep. Take your time. I need to talk to Chiara about a few things, and I want time to linger over those muffins.”

      “Oh yeah,” Blair agreed with a laugh. “You’ve got to respect the muffins. Those are way too fine to be gobbled.”

      “I’ll tell her you said so.”

      “She knows, Mark. She knows!”

      The doorway between Hamilton Hardware and Crystal Dreams was a relatively new addition. It created an easy walkway to the bookstore/New Age shop/café run by Chiara Moretti Hamilton. Upstairs, Chiara had a web development business, and in her spare time, she did hunter research for me and a couple of others. Her family ran the best Italian restaurant and bakery in these parts, so the scrumptious offerings in the display case were enough to make a strong man weak.

      I had no willpower when it came to good sfogliatelli.

      “Whoa, Chick!” Chiara greeted me, an intentional mispronunciation of my name, which, for the record, is “voy-chick.”

      “Hey, yourself. Gimme one of your awesome lattes, and while I want to say ‘one of everything,’ I’ll settle for a muffin and one of those lobster-tail things.”

      “Coming right up!” Chiara is petite, with long dark hair, big brown eyes, and a light olive complexion. She has plenty of admirers, but she and Blair have been an item since high school. “You look like you had a rough night.”

      “Yeah, busy taking out the trash,” I replied. No one was behind me in line, but there were other people close enough that I couldn’t speak freely. “When you get a break, I need to talk to you,” I added, dropping my voice. Chiara indicated that she heard with a nod while she finished pulling my latte. Louie gives me shit about liking “fancy” coffee, but I’m not going to take the opinions seriously of a man who will drink Natty Light.

      The bookstore portion of Crystal Dreams had several browsers. In the back, a busy community room hosted weekly Cards Against Humanity games for area teens and a bunko group that was really a local coven. I needed to talk to a witch I could trust, and Chiara was the perfect person to make introductions.

      “Now, what can I do to help?” Chiara asked once she had handed off her counter responsibilities to someone else.

      “I need an introduction to a good witch.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “This oughta be interesting.”

      “The last critter I relocated had something on him that made me think he’d been hexed. It seems like a lot of work for what they got out of it, but the important point is, someone who’s willing to hocus a cryptid might work up to bigger and badder things.”

      Chiara nodded. “Okay. I can see that. And you came to me because…”

      “You have an in with the bunko group,” I replied. “And I thought maybe there’d be someone you knew could give me their professional opinion.”

      She chuckled at my wording, but then she pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts. “Here. Linda Horton. I’ll text you her number, and I’ll give her a call, so she knows to expect to hear from you. Linda’s relatively open about things, considering.”

      Considering we were in Northwestern Pennsylvania, where covens were something most people thought only happened on TV. We might not be the buckle on the Bible Belt, but we were certainly the top collar button for the shirt tucked into it. Kinda funny, considering the sorts of creatures and bad magic I spent my time chasing down. I guess denial helps people sleep at night.

      “Thank you.” My gratitude encompassed the coffee, muffin, and connection. “Are you and Blair coming over this weekend for movie night?”

      Chiara grinned. “Planning on it. So don’t watch all the good stuff without us!”

      For us, movie night meant pizza, beer, chips, some binge-worthy flicks, and a bag full of Chiara’s awesome pastries. Sometimes Father Leo dropped by, which was fine with everyone. Demon liked having company. I was just glad to have friends, and in truth, a little amazed. There’d been a long dry spell for a while.

      Chiara placed a call to Linda the witch and got the all-clear for me to stop by. Linda agreed to meet me at one of the chain restaurants out on Rt. 322, and I knew that at this time of day, we’d have the place almost to ourselves.
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      The place she’d named had been a low-end steak house before it had been refurbished into a buffet that catered to people who wanted good food and plenty of it. Signs prominently advertised “Senior Discount” and “Early Bird Specials” right next to the big “All you care to eat” banner. Fortunately, the food was exceptionally good, including the coffee.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect from Linda. I don’t deal with witches too often. Usually, I have my hands full with monsters. Sometimes, I end up dealing with the aftereffects of curses, hexes, or spells. Those were my least favorite jobs because they tended to be messy and unpredictable. Monsters usually followed patterns. Magic was a wild card.

      “Linda?” I asked, approaching a booth where a woman in her early sixties sat by herself. Her dark hair had hints of silver in it, a short, chin-length cut that framed her face. She wore a blue t-shirt and jeans and looked—completely normal.

      “You must be Mark.” Linda smiled. “Chiara speaks very well of you. Please, join me.”

      I slid into the booth across from her with my coffee. “Thank you for meeting me. I’m not sure what Chiara told you—”

      “She said you were a hunter.” Linda’s gaze fixed mine, and while her smile remained, I glimpsed a core of steel inside. “And she promised me safe passage.”

      I cleared my throat. “I don’t mean you any harm,” I said, dropping my voice although we were nearly alone in the restaurant. “But I do need your help. I think someone has been using magic to control supernatural creatures, force them to cause mayhem, damage property. I’m afraid if we don’t put a stop to it, someone will get hurt.”

      “And you believe this, why?”

      “I found part of a hex bag snarled in the hair of a creature I had to capture and relocate. A sheepsquatch. They don’t usually go on suburban rampages. So I have to figure that he was sent to cause problems for someone.”

      I watched Linda as I spoke and saw that she was paying close attention. I couldn’t read more from her than that, but it was a start.

      “Where did this happen?”

      “Over near Tamarack Lake.” I named a few streets where Pat had told me the creature did the most damage. “There may have been other places, too. That’s just where someone called the cops.” I leaned forward. “I’m worried that whoever did this will go beyond property damage next time. And I’m angry that someone used magic to force a creature to do harm. If the cop who got the call hadn’t known about the kinds of things I hunt, they’d have gone out there with rifles and shot the critter—and it wasn’t his fault.”

      That’s my biggest gripe about magic—that it takes away someone’s ability to make their own decisions. Curses, hexes, love spells, you name it—it’s all about control. I’ve got no beef with using magic to do the dishes or heal someone or blow things up. But when one person gets an unfair advantage to control someone against their will, I get testy.

      Linda studied me in silence, and I wondered if she was using good ol’ fashioned intuition or some kind of mojo to size me up. “And you think someone from our coven might have been behind it?”

      I raised both hands in appeasement. “Didn’t say that. I’m just looking for answers. Someone used magic to make that creature cause problems. Would anyone have a reason to target that area? Maybe a squabble between members? Or have you had outsiders causing problems?”

      Linda stayed quiet long enough, I wasn’t sure she was going to answer. “What will you do, if you find out who’s responsible?”

      “Turn them over to the proper authorities.” See, this is why I like dealing with monsters. Most of the time, shooting, burning, stabbing, or exploding works just fine, and choosing what to do isn’t complicated. Whatever works. When human-ish beings are involved, it gets messy. Vampires, shifters, werewolves, witches—they’re as dangerous as the monsters, but dealing with them isn’t as easy. Cops find a headless body, they consider it murder, and it’s awkward trying to explain the vampire part.

      “And who would those authorities be, Mr. Wojcik? The Church? Our coven? The government?” Linda’s brown eyes glinted with challenge.

      “That depends on who they are and what they’ve done,” I replied. “Here’s where I was hoping you’d know if this is some internal feud between members, where your leader could put the kibosh on it. That would be nice and clean.”

      “And if not?” She raised an eyebrow.

      I shrugged. “Then, as I said before, it depends. If it’s a coven member and your folks won’t or can’t put a stop to it, my folks will have to step in.”

      “Do you plan to hang or burn the witches, Mr. Wojcik?” Her voice taunted me, but her eyes were ice cold.

      “Neither. I imagine you’re familiar with counter magic to suppress power—even strip away abilities in extreme cases?” Those measures weren’t something I could do, but Father Leo had mentioned that the Occulatum had plenty of people with special talents who could do just that.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      I’d started to take a dislike to Linda. “I’d rather not,” I replied, keeping my voice level. “I hope it doesn’t come to that. I was really hoping I’d tell you what happened and you’d know it was a couple of your members being pissy and you’d take care of it before it got out of hand.”

      That seemed to smooth her ruffled feathers. I guess I couldn’t blame Linda for being defensive. After all, monster hunters and the Catholic Church don’t have a great track record for working nicely with covens. I couldn’t tell whether she was aware of the sheepsquatch problem or had an idea about who the culprit might be, or whether this was all news to her.

      “I’ll make some inquiries,” she said stiffly, although her cheeks were flushed with anger. “If it’s an internal matter, we’ll handle it. Don’t expect a report back.”

      “And if it’s not?” I’d come to the meeting prepared to make nice, but if she was going to play hardball, so could I.

      “Then, as you put it, it depends.”

      I leaned forward. “You need to understand that I’ll be looking into this until I know it’s resolved. So if it’s an internal problem and you put an end to it, just say so. I’m not trying to bust up your coven. I don’t even need names. But if you tell me it’s handled, it had better be handled.”

      “As I said, I’ll look into it,” Linda replied. She slid to the end of the booth. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have another appointment.”

      I watched her leave and stayed where I was. The server refilled my coffee, and I sipped it, deep in thought. I wasn’t sure how to read Linda. She had a chip on her shoulder, no doubt. But did that mean she wouldn’t help? Or was she afraid that someone in her group had run amok and might put all of them at risk? I didn’t care about a cover-up if she stopped the perp. After all, half of what Father Leo and I do was covering our tracks—and for guys like Smith and Jones, it’s more like one hundred percent.

      Still, I didn’t like the idea of just sitting around and hoping Linda’s coven would handle it if the problem didn’t lie with one of their members. I couldn’t help remembering the warning Smith and Jones gave us, about “outside actors,” and as trivial as Sheepy seemed in the grand scheme of things, it wouldn’t be the first time an outsider with an agenda decided to stir up trouble.

      Just as I reached the bottom of my latest refill, my phone rang. I recognized Chiara’s ringtone right away. “Mark, I’m sorry to catch you during work hours—”

      “I took this morning off. What’s up?”

      “Can you come back to the store? There’s someone here who needs to talk to you.”

      I promised her I’d be right over and left as soon as I’d paid my tab. It didn’t take long before I was parking next to the hardware store and heading into Crystal Dreams. Had to admit, I felt a little like I’d been unfaithful somehow, ordering coffee somewhere else. The cup I’d had at the buffet had been good, but nothing was as good. Was there coffee magic? If so, Chiara had it in spades.

      “She’s in the back, Mr. Wojcik,” the server behind the pastry case said when I walked in. I walked through the bookstore and stopped at the door to the community room, giving a light rap.

      “Chiara? It’s Mark.”

      The door opened, and I found Chiara sitting next to a frightened young woman in her early twenties. The blond woman’s face was streaked with tears and blotchy from crying. Chiara passed her a tissue.

      “Phoebe, this is Mark. He can help you.”

      Phoebe shook her head. “I don’t think anyone can help us.”

      I pulled a chair out so I could sit facing her without the table between us and leaned forward with my elbows on my knees to be more on eye level. “Hi, Phoebe. I’ll do my best to help. What’s wrong?”

      Phoebe sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with the tissue. “There’s a monster hunting us.”

      “Us?” I asked as gently as I could. Chiara silently motioned toward the door, asking if I wanted her to leave. I shook my head, thinking Phoebe needed the moral support.

      “The Scooby gang.”

      I raised an eyebrow and glanced at Chiara, who smiled sadly. “You mean your Cards Against Humanity and gaming group, don’t you, Phoebe?”

      Phoebe hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. That’s what we call ourselves. Not the whole group, just the five of us who started the gaming get-together. We do Cards here, and we play role-playing games at Carl’s apartment on Sunday afternoons.”

      “And when you say monster…”

      Phoebe glared at me like she was daring me to mock her. “We’re being stalked by a woman in white.”

      That was pretty specific. “How do you—”

      “I know the lore. Except, it’s not like on TV.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “She doesn’t just show up to the guys. We’ve all seen her, more than once. At first, we thought someone was pranking us. But Jon…knows about these things. He said she’s real.” Phoebe’s voice quavered. “And seeing a woman in white is a harbinger of death.”

      I sat back, running her story through my mind. It felt like there were pieces missing.

      “Back up,” I said. “Can you tell me what happened—from the beginning?”

      Phoebe blew her nose and swallowed, trying to get her emotions under control. “Carl saw her first. He said he had a strange feeling when he was alone in his apartment, and he went to the window and saw her standing at the edge of his yard. A woman with dark hair, in a loose white gown, staring at him.”

      “Did she do anything?”

      “Not that night. He thought maybe he’d imagined it, or that it was somebody who wandered out of the woods on a bad trip, you know? But then two nights later, she came back again, only she was closer this time, halfway across the yard.”

      “When was this?” I tried to stay calm and professional, but whatever was going on sounded big, and it might just be connected to my witch problem.

      “It started a week ago,” Phoebe replied. “At first, we didn’t know the others had seen her, too. But then we started talking. Carl, Jon, me, Kayla, and Scott. She’s gotten closer each time, and it’s not always at our houses, but it’s when we’re alone.” She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “I’m scared.”

      I had the feeling Phoebe’s story wasn’t over. “What else?”

      She looked down at the floor. “Jon said he was going after her if he saw her again. He wanted to talk to her and find out what she wanted. Thinks he’s one of those ghost hunters on TV.” Phoebe closed her eyes, fighting back tears. “So today, I find out that he’s in the hospital. Something clawed him up—and took his eyes.”

      Chiara gasped, and I straightened. Phoebe’s tale had taken a dark turn I didn’t expect. “Where?” I asked, wondering why my cop friends hadn’t clued me in.

      “Hadley,” she replied. “We’re all spread out. I’m in Cochranton, he’s in Hadley, Scott’s in Meadville, Kayla’s in Conneaut Lake—she’s how we found Crystal Dreams. And Carl lives in Harmonsburg.”

      Spread out and from blink-and-you’ll-miss-them tiny little towns. They were lucky to find each other, although a predator had just used that bond against them, and it made my blood boil. And if Jon’s incident happened in Hadley, then that explained why I hadn’t heard. I’m not cozy with the cops in that area. Shit.

      “You said that Jon ‘knows about these things.’ Is he your game master?” I thought maybe she meant that Jon ran the role-playing game or watched a lot of monster hunting shows on TV.

      “Jon sees ghosts,” Phoebe confessed, then gave me a glare that defied me to challenge her. Suddenly, the missing piece fell into place.

      “Okay. And do the rest of you have…gifts?”

      She let out a long breath. “Yeah. I get flashes of things before they happen. Carl has dreams that come true. Scott can move things without touching them, sometimes. And Kayla picks up on what people are thinking without them saying anything.” Phoebe looked away. “People think we’re the weird kids because we play RPGs. We are so much weirder than that.”

      My heart went out to Phoebe. Growing up in a small town could be great—if you fit in. But if you didn’t, it was hell.

      “Do any of you have any training on how to use your gifts?” I asked.

      Phoebe snorted. “You mean, besides the RPG manuals and what we’ve picked up from Buffy and Supernatural? No. Because no one would believe us. And if they did, our families would never speak to us again.”

      She was probably right on both counts. But that meant five young adults with untrained paranormal abilities fending for themselves and learning on the fly. Not only were they likely to hurt themselves or somebody else by accident, but that kind of ability is a beacon to certain types of monsters. As Jon had already discovered.

      “How about the rest of you? What are you doing to stay safe?” I’d figure out what to do about Jon later.

      She gave me an “are-you-kidding?” look. “Besides not chasing that…thing…into the woods?” Phoebe drew her legs up and hugged her knees. She looked closer to twelve than twenty-something. “We have a meeting tonight at Carl’s. Until then, I told everyone to wear any silver jewelry they could find and put a salt line down at the windows and doors.”

      “You did good,” Chiara said, and Phoebe looked up uncertainly, glancing from one of us to the other. “I mean it. Not everything you see on TV is true, but the best shows are based on good lore. And in this case, silver and salt are some of the most powerful ways you can protect yourselves.”

      “Do you all live alone?” I asked. “I know you’re spread out, and you’ve probably got jobs near where you live, but is there any way you could buddy-up until I have a chance to catch this ‘woman in white’?” I suspected that the monster was more than that, but I needed to do a little research to bear that out.

      “Maybe. Yeah. I mean, it’s a little more gas money, but it wouldn’t be forever.”

      “You’ll be safer together,” I said. “And that means doing your best not to be alone.” I paused because my next question was going to sound strange. “Is there any way you could get me into the hospital to talk to Jon?”

      I saw suspicion on Phoebe’s face. “Why? Why do you care about any of this? Who are you?”

      “I hunt monsters.”

      The skepticism in her expression didn’t surprise me. I would have been worried if she hadn’t looked at me like I was crazy.

      “For real? You’re messing with me. Nobody does that.”

      “I do. For real. Started after a wendigo killed most of my family. And I’m not the only hunter out there. So if you and your friends can tell me everything you know about this ‘woman in white,’ I’ll do my damnedest to stop her. I can’t undo what happened to Jon, but I can do everything in my power to keep her from hurting the rest of you—or anyone else.”

      I could tell Phoebe was having an internal argument, and then finally, she nodded. “Okay. Yeah. I can get you in to see Jon, and I’ll call the gang over here tonight so you can talk to everyone at once. And I’ll make sure we all buddy up.” Giving Phoebe a role to play and something concrete to do seemed to make a world of difference. She sniffed back more tears and sat up. “We’ll tell you everything.”

      “Thank you.” I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Let me know when you want to head over to the hospital.”

      She wiped her eyes and sniffled. “Give me a few minutes to get cleaned up. I’m a wreck.” Phoebe headed to the bathroom, leaving Chiara and me alone.

      “Shit. That’s bad,” I said.

      Chiara nodded. “She came to me because she didn’t know who else to tell. She figured I’d believe her because of all the New Age books we stock and some of the things I’ve said. And if her group is a little psychic, maybe she sensed the coven was safe here, even if she didn’t actually know they were witches.”

      “It blows my theory,” I replied, getting up and starting to pace. “I thought someone might be screwing around with the coven—hurt feelings, jealousy, that sort of thing. But Phoebe’s gang aren’t part of the coven—they aren’t even witches—and someone’s targeting them.”

      “You don’t know for sure that it’s connected.”

      “I don’t know for sure that it isn’t.” I needed to call Father Leo, but before that, I needed intel. “As soon as you can get away from the store, can you please dig up anything you can about what happened to Jon, and any reports of a woman in white?”

      She nodded. “Happy to help. Anything else?”

      “Yeah. While you’re at it…look up lamias.”

      Chiara crooked an eyebrow but nodded. “Sure thing. Just to be sure, why don’t you ask your buddy, too?”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” I pulled out my phone and called my back-up lore expert. “Hey, Simon. I need to know everything you can tell me…”
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      I followed Phoebe to the hospital. We parked near each other and headed inside. I let Phoebe take the lead and hung back when we reached the room and several people were inside.

      “Hello, Phoebe.” A tired-looking dark-haired woman looked up from her seat next to the bed. “Come on in.” She glanced at me with a puzzled expression.

      “This is Mr. Sheeran. He was one of our math teachers in high school,” Phoebe improvised, and I wondered when all aliases had become pop music references. Jon’s mother didn’t seem to notice. “He wanted to stop in and wish Jon well.”

      Jon’s mother nodded. “That’s very nice of you,” she said, smiling at me. She glanced at Phoebe. “Since you’re here, do you mind if I dash down to the cafeteria and bring up a sandwich? Jon’s on medication, so I don’t imagine he’d notice I’m gone, but I don’t like to leave him alone.”

      “Of course,” Phoebe said. “We’ll be here.”

      Once we were alone, Phoebe turned to Jon. She took his hand, and I could see tears welling up. I couldn’t blame her. Jon was a tall, slender boy with dark hair and a pale complexion. Ugly bruises extended beyond the edges of large surgical dressings covering his wounds, and a gauze bandage wrapped around his head where his eyes should have been.

      “Jon, if you can hear me, this man hunts monsters. He’s going to help. Can you tell me anything about the woman in white?”

      “Two.” The whisper was almost too quiet to hear. “Two.”

      “Two ghosts?” Phoebe pressed, leaning closer. Jon gave a barely-detectable head shake.

      “Two creatures?” I tried. That got a slight nod.

      “Snake.”

      I felt a chill go down my spine. Asking Chiara and Simon to look into lamias had been a hunch, because of the eyes. Now, I was afraid I was right. And I wasn’t completely sure how to kill one.

      “Thank you, Jon,” I whispered. “I’m going to do everything in my power to keep your friends safe.”

      I stepped back, and Phoebe took over, chatting up Jon with well-wishes from their friend group and the latest celebrity gossip. I felt sick over what the monster had done to Jon. Killing the lamia and stopping the woman in white wouldn’t give him back what they’d taken from him. I promised myself I’d channel that anger into determination to get the job done.

      When Jon’s mother returned, Phoebe and I said our good-byes and left. I sent her off to Kayla’s apartment with a promise to see her and the rest of their gang at six. I said I’d bring pizza and pop, an extra enticement for them to show up. Then I headed to see Father Leo.

      “Glad you came by, Mark.” He greeted me at the rectory door. The small house wasn’t plush, but it was big enough for a single guy, especially since I figured it came furnished as part of the payoff for having to be celibate. Father Leo was a couple of years older than me, so just shy of forty, with a youthful face framed by wavy brown hair. In contrast, I looked every bit as Polish as I was, with blond hair, green eyes, and a stocky build that came from generations of farmers.

      “I wish it was a social call, Padre,” I replied as I followed him into the kitchen. The parish housekeeper must have left a meatloaf for him in the oven, and I saw a tray of freshly-baked cookies. I don’t know how he managed to stay thin, given how many homemade desserts seemed to go with the job.

      “There’s time for that at the next poker game. What’s up?” We settled at the table with coffee and cookies, and I felt guilty for the small comforts.

      “Stop that,” Father Leo said as if he read my mind. Then again, I’m predictable. PTSD and survivor guilt out the wazoo, with a depression chaser. “You can’t stop every bad thing from happening. We’re here to do what we can, where we can. It’s all the Lord asks of us.”

      I stopped believing in divine intervention when that wendigo slaughtered the people I loved, but that’s an old argument between me and the Padre, best held over a bottle of Jack.

      “We’ve got a woman in white and a lamia, and there’s a kid in the hospital without his eyes because of it.”

      Father Leo winced at that. He has a big heart, even though he can be a total badass in a fight. “Tell me.”

      I’d gotten through most of the story when my phone rang, and just as I was about to pick up Chiara’s call, Simon’s number also came up. “Let me put this on three-way speakerphone, and that way I don’t have to relay everything,” I said, then fumbled my phone and had to call everyone back. I’m much more at home on a rack under a V-8 engine.

      Finally, I had everyone together. “What do you have for me?” I asked, as Father Leo poured us both fresh cups of coffee and slid the tray of cookies over to me.

      “Plenty of legends about a woman in white,” Chiara led off. “Usually seen by young men in a remote location. She appears to be in distress, and when they go to help, she disappears. Sometimes, she’s a ghostly hitchhiker who gets into the car on a deserted side road, gives an address where she wants to be dropped off, but vanishes before the car stops—and usually, the address turns out to be a cemetery or an abandoned house.”

      “Either way, the woman in white is bad luck.” Simon Kincaide picked up the tale. He’s got a Ph.D. and used to be a professor, but now he runs a ghost tour shop down in Myrtle Beach and does hunter research on the side. “Usually a death omen, or at least a harbinger of disaster.”

      “Jon said ‘two,’” I mused aloud. “I thought he meant two lamias, but maybe he meant the woman in white and the lamia—two creatures.”

      “The ghostly woman might have shown up as a warning,” Father Leo said. “After all, a disaster did happen for that poor young man.”

      “Well, that’s one of the big questions, isn’t it?” I replied. “Is the woman in white hostile, and is she working with the lamia, or are they unrelated?”

      “I think Father Leo’s onto something,” Chiara put in. “Jon interpreted her appearance to mean he should chase her into the woods. But maybe she was trying to warn him to stay away.”

      Fucking ghosts. Always playing charades. “You’d think ghosts could come with subtitles,” I muttered. “What about the lamia?”

      “That’s the weird part,” Simon said. “There’ve been woman in white sightings all over Pennsylvania for years. But lamias? They’re more common in Europe. I only found a couple of hunter reports over the last ten years, and they were in Greece and Italy. Although there was one spotted in New York City around the turn of the last century. So having one show up in your neck of the woods is very strange.”

      “Could it be summoned?” I asked, exchanging a glance with Father Leo. I was sure he also thought about Smith and Jones and their conspiracy theory.

      “Theoretically, anything can be summoned,” Chiara replied. “It would take a lot of power, and you’d probably need ritual items.”

      “Could a witch do it?” I asked, thinking of how prickly Linda had been.

      “Maybe,” Simon allowed. Static over the speakerphone almost drowned out his next few words. “Or a creature with magical ability. Not all things that can do magic are witches.”

      “How likely is it that the lamia showed up randomly, or that someone summoned it by accident?” I had too many loose ends and no way to tie them together.

      “Slim to none,” Chiara said.

      “Agreed.” Simon sounded worried. “You can’t rule out relics. Someone of middling power might be able to bring a lamia across if they had a powerful relic or were in a location that magnifies power.”

      “See, this is what I hate about fuckin’ magic,” I grumbled. “Too many variables. How do we stop the woman in white, and kill the lamia?”

      “Unless you did a salt and burn on her grave, stopping the woman in white isn’t likely,” Simon replied, as a siren in the background carried over the connection. “And she hasn’t actually done any harm. She might have been trying to warn the group. You said they had minor abilities.”

      “Yeah, that’s the other thing that makes me nervous,” I admitted. “What if they were targeted by the lamia because of their talents? Some creatures feed on psychic energy.”

      “Some accounts of the lamia say it’s a vampire,” Chiara said. “But no one knew Phoebe’s gang has powers. They don’t even know how to use them. Why go after them with a big-ass monster when there’s a local coven to feed on?”

      “And why would the coven send a monster after them?” Father Leo jumped in. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Which brings us back to Tom and Jerry’s theory about ‘outside actors.’” I hated to admit the dynamic duo might have a point, but it looked more and more that way.

      “Who?” Simon asked.

      “Never mind,” Leo replied with a glare. I shrugged and reached for a cookie.

      “Back to destroying the lamia,” I asked over a mouthful of snickerdoodle. “What do we need?”

      “It depends on the legend,” Chiara answered. “Can’t go wrong with a blessed silver knife. They’re also supposed to be easily distracted by mirrors, and they like shiny objects.”

      “You can also throw a mix of rosemary and salt at them and then set them on fire,” Simon volunteered, as the connection cleared, making him sound like he was in the room with us, not in Myrtle Beach. “That’ll take care of most things, including a roast chicken.”

      “Funny. Anything else?” I had too many questions and not enough answers, and in my business, that could get people killed. But I trusted Simon and Chiara; if they couldn’t find it, the lore wasn’t out there.

      “I had a vision, right before you called the first time,” Simon said. He’s a psychic medium, and his abilities are real. “I saw an abandoned swimming pool and a large white snake. No idea what it means, but take it for what it’s worth and…be careful. Let me know what happens.” He dropped off the call, leaving just the three of us.

      “I’ll pick up pizza and pop and head over to the store so we can meet up with the rest of Phoebe’s gang. I just need to run an errand first.”

      “See you then,” Chiara agreed and clicked off.

      “You want to go after the lamia tonight.” Father Leo was good at decoding my bullshit.

      “Getting a blessed silver knife isn’t a problem,” I replied. “I know a guy.”

      Leo rolled his eyes. “Mark—”

      Leo knew me better than most people, so he had to know I cracked wise when I was nervous. I’d never be able to get the image of Jon’s bandaged face out of my mind, and no matter how our hunt went, we couldn’t replace what had been taken from him. That made me want to kick a little lamia ass and find out whether or not the lamia acted on its own.

      “I’ll pick up some rosemary, and I have plenty of salt. I’ve got a couple of ideas on some other things that might come in handy,” I said. “I’ll call you after I meet with Phoebe’s gang, and if we’ve got a clue about where the lamia might be, I vote for finishing that son of a bitch tonight.”

      “All right,” Leo said. “My budget committee ends at seven. Let me know where and when. I’ll bring blessed silver and some holy water.” I nodded my agreement, as I finished my coffee and grabbed another snickerdoodle for the road.

      I had a couple of hours before I had to meet up with Phoebe’s group, and a list of items I needed for the hunt. I picked up three extra-large containers of rosemary at Walmart and went through the self-checkout to avoid questions. I bought pool salt by the forty-pound bag and had plenty of gasoline back at my cabin, along with cases of empty whiskey and wine bottles to make Molotov cocktails.

      I made one or two more stops to gather odds and ends, then swung by Samson Surplus, my go-to Army-Navy store. Howie Samson, the owner, greeted me with a wave when I walked in. Howie’s in his early seventies, bald and slim. He supplies regular hunters, preppers, and outdoors enthusiasts, and anyone else who likes a good bargain.

      “Hiya, Mark. Need another case of knives?”

      I’m probably his best repeat customer. Howie stocks knives, boots, gas cans, ammo boxes, and all kinds of useful do-dads that are cheap and military-sturdy. Plenty of things I can repurpose for my kind of hunting.

      “Not just yet, but I’ll let you know when I do,” I said. “But I could use some camo netting.”

      “Sure thing,” Howie agreed. “It’s in the back, next to the rope.”

      I grabbed a couple of big nets, some lead fishing weights, and a few other items I hadn’t been able to find at the hardware store. Then I brought the whole armload up to the register.

      “Do I even want to know?” Howie asked, chuckling.

      “Nope. Just varmints. This should do it.” For good measure, I’d thrown in some snake bait, too.

      “Must be a mighty big snake.”

      “You have no idea.” And if I did my job right, he never would.

      Howie laughed. “Fine with me. At least you didn’t come in here looking for skinhead Nazi bullshit.”

      That got my attention. “Seriously?”

      Howie grimaced. “Yeah. Some guy came in asking if I had any German stuff. Said he was looking for vintage. I reminded him that we beat the Krauts and tossed him out on his ass.” He huffed impatiently. “My dad fought in the Battle of the Bulge. I’ve got no time for scumbags who want to start it all over again.”

      Sometimes I forgot that humans could be monsters, too. I waited while Howie bagged my purchases, and promised to buy raffle tickets when the Volunteer Fire Department had their fundraiser. We don’t have casinos, so raffles and bingo are all the rage. Then I glanced at the time and realized I needed to hustle to grab the food and make it to Crystal Dreams.

      I called ahead for the pizza and added a couple of two liters of pop to go. It was ready by the time I got to the restaurant, which meant I made good time getting to the bookstore. Chiara helped me set out the food, and we had time to talk about an idea I had before Phoebe and the rest of her gang got there.

      They filed in, one by one, all of them in their early to mid-twenties, looking scared and a little lost. I knew Phoebe already, and Jon was still in the hospital. Kayla had brown hair that was dark red at the ends. Scott was short with glasses, while Carl’s blond hair stuck out like straw, and his scraggly beard couldn’t quite cover his acne scars.

      The store’s guard dog, Donny, wove around their legs, begging for food and pats on the head. Only Chiara, Blair, and I knew Donny was really a wolf shifter who picked up the security job as a night gig.

      Chiara welcomed them and directed them toward the pizza, while I hung back, trying to get a sense for their personalities. Kayla watched me warily. Scott didn’t look at me at all. Carl stuck close to Phoebe, but more like a brother than a boyfriend.

      When they had their food and pop and chose chairs around the table, I sat down next to Chiara. “Phoebe told me about the woman in white, and that you all have…abilities. We believe you.”

      “You believe us as in, you’re going to find the thing that hurt Jon, or as in, you’re from the government, and you want to make us an offer we can’t refuse?” Kayla challenged. She had no reason to trust me, and if Smith and Jones ever found out about them, I couldn’t guarantee her suspicions would be off base.

      “My name’s Mark,” I said. “I hunt monsters, like the creature that hurt Jon. But I need good information to do that. You’ve all seen the woman in white. I’d really appreciate it if you’d tell me what you’ve seen, and if you’ve picked up on any extra information with your…talents.”

      They all exchanged uncomfortable glances. After keeping their abilities secret for so long, I was sure it was hard for them to trust, and their silence had protected them thus far. “Look, you don’t know me. I get that. And up ‘til now, keeping what you could do a secret was the right thing to do. But someone or something figured it out. And I’m your best chance at staying safe and staying hidden.”

      “Is this where you say, ‘Come with me if you want to live’?” Carl asked in an exaggerated Austrian accent.

      “Something like that, only without the motorcycle,” I replied. They had to be scared shitless, so bonus points for cracking wise. I knew that defense mechanism far too well myself.

      “I’ll go first,” Phoebe said. “I got a flash—just images. I saw a white building—like a locker room—with peeling paint and tall grass. There’s an old chain-link fence.” She shook her head. “Sorry, that’s all I’ve got.”

      “I had a dream about a snake swimming in a pool,” Carl blurted. “Weird, huh? Like the time I saw a cottonmouth in the lake, only this was a pool, and the snake was big and whitish.”

      Scott shook his head. “I just make things move without touching them. Sometimes. Usually when I’m not trying.”

      “I get blips of what people are thinking. It’s kinda random,” Kayla replied. “Like, right now, you want a beer.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I said with a smile.

      “I don’t really know how to turn it on and off,” she confessed. “But the last time I saw the woman in white, I got this blip with so much anger. Not words, just this awful feeling of wanting to cause harm. Make trouble.” Kayla shook her head. “It only lasted a few seconds, and then it was gone. But it scared me.”

      It scared me, too, because it went right along with Smith and Jones’ theory of an outside agitator. “Tell me about the times you saw the woman in white. Don’t leave anything out.”

      Chiara and I listened as they recounted their sightings. Each time, they were alone, at night, and the ghost got closer and closer with every additional visitation. “Now I need you to think,” I said. “Did you see any strange items lying around, odd-looking marks, anything like that?”

      “You mean like sigils and summoning circles?” Carl asked. “Nothing that looks like what’s in the games and on TV.”

      “Is there anyone who might have it in for your group?” I asked. “Someone who doesn’t like you? Or maybe a weird stranger who’s been hanging around lately?” They paused to think about it and shook their heads. If the person behind the lamia attacks had magic of their own, they might be able to recognize abilities in Phoebe and her friends from a distance, without ever making contact. Why he wanted to destroy them instead of recruit them, I didn’t know, but I intended to find out.

      “We did what you said, about buddying up and putting down salt lines,” Phoebe said. “Stocked up on holy water, too, and got out all the silver jewelry we own.” They showed off necklaces, rings, bracelets, and saints medallions.

      “Good, very good,” I said. “If all goes well, I’m hoping this will be over soon, and you won’t have to worry about the thing in the woods—or the woman in white—anymore.” A glance cued Chiara to bring up the next part.

      “Since someone figured out you guys have talents, you can’t count on hiding to keep you safe,” Chiara said. “You need to understand how to use—and control—your gifts with better information than RPG manuals and TV shows.”

      “Please don’t start a school for people like us,” Carl muttered. “That never ends well.”

      I laughed out loud at that. We’d obviously seen the same movies. “Not a school. More like some private tutoring. We can even do it web-based. Teach you about lore, how to manage what you can do so you don’t hurt yourself or anyone else. How to shield so you can turn the abilities on and off.”

      “Really?” Kayla looked torn between belief and excitement. She quickly retreated into her wary shell. “What’s the catch?”

      I shook my head. “No catch. We want you to be safe. Jon’s included in this, too. He might find his abilities are stronger without his sight.” I cleared my throat. “You also need to be able to protect yourselves. So I called my martial arts instructor, and he’s willing to give you a discount on lessons. It’s not going to turn you into the Punisher, but it might help you get away if someone tries to grab you. Needless to say, all this has to stay secret.”

      Scott looked somber. “Why would anyone want to hurt us? We can barely do anything. I mean, our parents wouldn’t even believe us if we tried to tell them. We’re not the X-Men.”

      I sighed. “You have a spark of something that’s rare. Some people want to control those sparks for their own gain. Other people are afraid of anything different and want to snuff the spark out. And some…creatures…feed on that spark. You’ve been very lucky to fly under the radar so far. But your cover’s been blown. So you’re going to have to do things differently from now on.”

      They exchanged glances, a wordless conversation that told me how close they all were with each other. I felt bad for them. They didn’t ask for their abilities, had no way to give them up, but those gifts would make them targets.

      “Okay,” Phoebe said. “We’re in. We’ve been saying that it would be cool if what we can do actually came with an instruction manual.”

      “You bought us pizza, and you’re going to train us. Does that make you Master Splinter?” Carl asked with a gleam in his eye.

      They all laughed, and I was willing to take one for the team to lighten the mood. “Maybe.” I chuckled. I knew from the grin on Chiara’s face that I wasn’t going to live this down.

      “Tonight, I want you to stay with your buddy at all times. Go straight home, and don’t come out until morning. Do everything you can to make your space safe—salt, blessings, sage. And whatever happens, if you see the woman in white, don’t go after her. Promise me.”

      One by one, they promised. I hoped I could believe them. Chiara and I sent the leftover pizza with them and watched to make sure they got to their cars, two by two.

      “Splinter, huh?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Only if you get to be April O’Neil.”

      “Okay, forget I said anything.” Chiara took a bite from her now-cold slice. “You really think the training can work?”

      “Why not?” I asked, ripping off a piece of crust from my half-eaten piece of pizza. “Simon mentors people with untrained gifts. So does Travis Dominick, my buddy the ex-priest demon hunter in Pittsburgh. All three of you know lore, and Father Leo can help with that, too. Travis and Simon are psychic mediums, so they’re perfect for showing Phoebe and her friends the ropes.”

      “You’re not going to try to make them into hunters, are you?”

      “Fuck, no! I want them to stay as far away from hunting as they can get. But they’ve got to be able to control what they can do, for safety, and to hide themselves.” I wouldn’t wish hunting on anybody. It’s the kind of club you don’t want to ever join, a brotherhood of blood.

      Chiara nodded. “All right. Blair can probably also help with some basic weapon skills, self-defense moves, that sort of thing. And you never know, they might actually pick up a tip or two on their ‘psychic hotline’ that might come in handy someday.”
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      After I helped Chiara clean up, I headed over to meet up with Father Leo. He was waiting with his go-bag at the rectory, dressed in a black t-shirt complete with clerical collar, dark jeans, and Doc Martens. Since he’s Occulatum, he’s also good in a fight, and he taught me most of what I know. When we were done with the lamia, I knew he’d be on board helping to protect Phoebe and her friends.

      “I know where the lamia is,” I told him as he got into my truck. “And I’m ninety-nine percent sure the woman in white is a warning, not a threat. I think she was trying to warn the kids, and the readings the psychic got were from whoever’s controlling the lamia.” That was more in line with the lore about the woman in white as a harbinger, and it squared with Butch and Sundance’s “outside actors” theory, too.

      “That one percent can bite you in the ass,” Leo warned, throwing his bag in the back seat and fastening his seatbelt.

      “Don’t I know it.” I glanced at the clock. We still had enough daylight left to get into position and get set up. “I think whoever’s behind this found out about Phoebe and her friends’ abilities and decided to attack them to throw suspicion on the local covens. Probably riled up Sheepy to get the covens paranoid, too.”

      “The sheepsquatch didn’t hurt anyone,” Father Leo pointed out. “But the lamia blinded that boy.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I think the puppet master in this is upping the ante.”

      Leo glanced at the highway signs. “Why are we heading to Meadville, if Jon was attacked in Hadley?”

      “Because from the vision Simon had, and what Carl and Phoebe picked up, I think the person behind this is keeping the lamia in one place and forcing it to appear where they want it to attack.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “That kind of magic would take a lot of energy.”

      “Or a relic that amplifies power. We already know the lamia isn’t a native cryptid. If he could summon one to Pennsylvania from Greece, moving it around once it’s here would be easy, by comparison.”

      While we drove, I filled Father Leo in on my plan, and the special equipment I had in the back of the truck. I drove very responsibly because I didn’t want to jostle the crate of pre-filled Molotov cocktails, and I sure as hell didn’t want a State Trooper finding my gear.

      Once we got to Meadville, I wound through back streets, climbing a long hill until we got to Livermore Road and the spot that I figured had to be the lamia’s lair—or holding pen. We weren’t far from Tamarack Lake, where the sheepsquatch attacks took place, which made me all the more certain this was the right place.

      A gravel driveway led to an overgrown parking lot. To my left was the bathhouse with peeling white paint, surrounded by a mangled and rusted chain-link fence, just like in Phoebe’s vision.

      “What is this place?” Father Leo asked as we got out of the truck.

      “Used to be a swim club. Ran into financial problems back in the late eighties or so, and the repairs were too expensive for anyone to want to handle, so it closed. Been abandoned since then.”

      I’d gone to the club with a friend when I was a little kid, so I knew that beyond the fence lay what remained of a good-sized public swimming pool. I hated to think what kind of a mess the abandoned pool might be now, but it was the perfect place to stash a snake monster in between sending it out on hits. And it squared with Carl’s dream and Simon’s vision about a snake in a pool.

      “How do you know that whoever’s controlling the lamia won’t just zap it somewhere else?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t. Except that they’ve got no reason to think we know where it is. Which is why I wanted to do this tonight.” Call it intuition, but I had a hunch whoever was behind this was making parts of it up as they went. There was malice and premeditation, but some of it also seemed like crimes of opportunity.

      If I was wrong and we were up against some kind of Moriarty-with-magic, we were fucked.

      I’d already briefed Father Leo on the plan, so while I got an odd contraption made of PVC pipe and leftover hardware set up on top of the truck cab, he clipped a long fishing rod to the front grill with its payload suspended about four feet in front. We split up the booze bottle Molotovs, and Father Leo put down a ring of salt and iron shavings around the truck before he took his position in the cab.

      When we had everything ready, I scrambled down from my perch and brought out the biggest container of snake bait I’d been able to find. It smelled like dead rat, and maybe that was part of the mix. I’d already put a bit of menthol rub in my nostrils because I knew that as bad as the bait was, the worst was yet to come.

      “Get ready,” I said. I heard a wet sound, like something large rising from the muck, then a raspy noise, leather on concrete. We waited in the dark parking lot, relying on the moonlight until it was time to strike.

      “That’s…pungent,” Father Leo said, stifling a choking noise. Lamias stank. In fact, the ancient Greeks repeatedly said they smelled like filthy testicles—a very specific reference that was impossible to un-see. I would have said cat piss combined with two-day-old roadkill.

      Holy shit. I got my first glimpse of the lamia as it slithered toward a break in the chain-link fence. The creature was dead white in the moonlight, and it held part of itself upright as it moved. The head and torso of a drowned woman gave way to the lower body of a snake that was easily as thick around as an adult, tapering to another six feet of tail. The lamia’s eyes were dark, empty sockets, but her forked tongue flicked from her mouth, scenting the air for prey, and her clawed hands were ready to pounce.

      It was a toss-up over what smelled worse, the bait or the lamia. I was counting on the bait to hide our scent, and I didn’t intend to get too close. As soon as the lamia was in position, ready to grab the lure, it was go time.

      “Do it!” I called to Father Leo. He turned on the truck high beams, and they hit the mirrored disco ball suspended from the fishing rod that was tied to the front grill. Lore said lamias liked mirrors, and all of a sudden, that parking lot lit up like the Starlight Ballroom. I heard Leo slide across the seat to the passenger side, where his Molotovs were stashed so he could use the door for cover.

      As soon as I knew he was ready, I pulled the trigger on my homemade net launcher. The big camo net soared into the air, with fishing weights to make it spread and fall right.

      The netting came down over the star-struck lamia, and it howled as the strands tangled its thin arms and bony hands. The creature twisted and writhed, trying to free itself, and I didn’t know how long the net would last.

      “Light ‘er up!” I yelled, sliding down to get in position behind the driver’s door. Before I could flick my Bic, Father Leo sent a bottle filled with gasoline, rosemary, and salt flying through the air with its rag wick aflame. The bottle shattered when it hit the lamia, spreading the gas and setting the monster—and the net—on fire.

      “Shit,” I muttered, not having thought about burning the net up with the snake monster. Too late now. I lit and hurled one improvised bomb after another, thanking all those years of playing softball for good aim.

      Between the Padre and me, we kept up a non-stop barrage. Wave after wave of flames bathed the lamia, and the air took on the smell of roasted meat and rosemary. I knew right then I’d never be able to use that seasoning again on anything I ate.

      We chucked three dozen bottle bombs at the lamia, and by the time we ran out of ammo, the lamia was fried to a crackly crunch. I wondered if its master would try to yank it out of there once the burning started, but they either didn’t realize what was going on until too late or thought better of pulling a fricasseed cryptid out of thin air.

      “Cover me,” I said to Father Leo. He reached for the grenade launcher. Its shell held a mix of holy water, iron filings, and salt, with some colloidal silver for good measure. I grabbed the harpoon gun out of the back and edged closer to the blast zone.

      The disco ball cast a moving shimmer of reflected light over the parking lot as smoke rose from the charred body inside a blackened circle where the fire had been hottest. Parts of the lamia had turned to ash, while in other places the snakeskin burst like a sausage casing and peeled back, revealing bone.

      I poked at the carcass, fearful it might regenerate, but the creature did not move. Then a glint of something caught my eye, and I fished a medallion on a chain out of the cinders. It was scarred by the fire, but not completely ruined. I looped its chain around my harpoon and carried it back to where Father Leo waited.

      “Whatcha got?” he asked, peering at my prize. The spinning disco light was making me a little crazy, so I nodded for him to unfasten the fishing pole that held it, and he stashed the pole and ball in the back of the truck.

      By the headlight’s glare, I could get a better look at the trinket. “Could the puppet master be using this to control and transport the lamia?” Although the amulet was soot-streaked and one corner had melted in the heat, enough remained to make out occult symbols, and a few other runes I didn’t recognize.

      “Possibly,” Father Leo replied, bending closer to inspect the piece without touching it. “It looks old but not ancient. And a few of those marks look familiar, but I can’t place them.”

      “How about I put this in my safe box until we go back to your place, and we get this mess cleaned up? Then I can get a picture of the inscription and see what Chiara and Simon make of it.”

      I stashed the amulet and grabbed the shovels I always keep in the bed of the truck for situations just like this. We doused what remained of the lamia with more gas and let it burn to ashes, then mixed those with salt, sprinkled holy water, and scattered the cinders. Only then did I hear the distant wail of sirens.

      “Better haul ass,” I said as we both sprinted for the truck. We had barely gotten back on Livermore Road before two fire engines and several police cars screamed past us, going the opposite direction.

      “What do you think they’ll make of it?” Father Leo asked. It was a good thing the cops didn’t stop us—we both stank of smoke and cooked snake.

      “Unauthorized barbecue? Damned if I know.” I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel as I thought. “Did you pick up on anything?”

      He stared out the windshield in silence for a moment. “The creature was more beast-like than I expected. The way lamias are talked about in the old accounts, I expected it to have more humanity to it. But it never tried to communicate, and it didn’t even put up much of a defense.”

      “The lamia and the sheepsquatch were just used by whoever’s calling the shots. And we still don’t know who that is.”

      “We’ll examine the amulet. Maybe we’ll find something. I’m just wondering when the person behind this will strike again. They’ve got to know the second creature is out of commission.”

      “Guess we’ll find out soon enough,” I said. “Hey, you mind if I make a stop on the way back to the church?”

      “Drive-through?”

      I shook my head. “Nah. I promised Rick at the Conneaut Lake Volunteer Fire Department that I’d get the disco ball back to him. They’ve got a dance tomorrow night.”
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      My ringing phone woke me, jerking me from uneasy sleep. Despite a shower after I got home with the strongest-smelling soap I owned, I couldn’t get the stink of broiled lamia out of my mouth and nose. Nightmares came at me fast and hard. My hindbrain showed me the highlight reel from my worst hunts, ending, as usual, with the one that started it all, the wendigo that turned a deer hunting getaway into a slaughter.

      I blinked, trying to clear away the horror, but the memories only ever retreated, they never went away. I doubted they ever would. I got through life like some of my friends got through sobriety—minute by minute, hour by hour, day by day. That was the best I had to offer, and more often than not, it took all I had.

      My hand felt around for the ringing cell phone and nearly knocked everything from the nightstand before I finally grabbed it. I didn’t recognize the number.

      “Mark Wojcik?” a woman’s voice asked.

      “Yeah. This isn’t the shop—”

      “This is Linda Horton. From the coven. There’s been an incident. I need your help.”

      Lord fuck a duck. I ran a hand over my eyes and counted to ten. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I know I wasn’t very friendly the last time we talked. I’m sorry. We’ve learned the hard way to be cautious. But I have information for you. And the situation isn’t something we can handle.”

      I remembered how aloof Linda had been at the restaurant. Now, she sounded apologetic, even scared. I knew I couldn’t turn her down.

      “All right,” I said, my voice gravelly from sleep and smoke. “Give me an hour to get cleaned up and make sure someone’s covering my appointments at the garage. Where do you want to meet?”

      Somehow, it didn’t surprise me at all when she gave me an address near Tamarack Lake in Meadville.

      After I hung up with Linda, I groaned, scratched myself, and tried to blink the sand out of my eyes and the grit out of my throat. The burning lamia brought back images of the wendigo after I lit it up with a flare gun, saving myself but not managing to do diddlysquat for my father, brother, uncle, and cousin. I knew last night that it would take a couple of shots of Jack or Jim to get me to sleep.

      I hit Pete’s number on speed dial. “Hey, how are we covered for this morning? Something’s come up,” I growled.

      Pete chuckled. “Your other job’s keeping you busy. Dave and I will be okay this morning, and if you’re running late, just let me know. Kevin said he’d be happy to pick up any extra hours we can give him.”

      “Thanks,” I said. I was lucky to have such a good shop manager, and I made sure Pete’s paycheck let him know how grateful I was for his help in supporting both my businesses.

      Demon had heard me and roused from his warm nest at the foot of my bed to come lay his head on my lap and look at me with needy, soulful eyes. If I ate in the truck, I had enough time to shower and take Demon for a quick run before I needed to head for Meadville.

      “All right,” I told Demon, scratching him behind the ears. “Give me ten minutes, and I’m all yours.”

      I hauled my sorry ass to the shower and ran the water as hot as I could stand it. Even Irish Spring couldn’t kill the smoke smell. When I toweled off, I thought about dousing myself in Old Spice, but then I remembered Linda. If I needed to track something, the last thing I wanted was for it to smell me coming.

      I brewed a pot of coffee and grabbed Demon’s leash. My cabin is out in the country, and I often let him run when we go out, but I didn’t want him taking off after a squirrel when I needed to meet the witch. He didn’t care as long as we went out, and he practically vibrated with excitement, tongue lolling, as I snapped on the leash.

      “Come on, goofball,” I said, rustling his ears again. Outside, we took off at a jog for the trail around a small pond. It would stretch Demon’s legs and maybe clear my head. Sometimes Donny, the guard-wolf from the hardware store and Crystal Dreams, would come and join us. He and Demon got along so well it was scary. Of course, that’s Donny’s problem—he’s too wolfie for the people and too people-y for the wolves. Although he seemed to be doing better lately, thanks to a new shifter girlfriend.

      Which made me think about Sara. We’d been seeing each other for nearly a year, and so far, she hadn’t ditched me. I liked her a lot, and when we were together, everything just felt comfortable. It was my turn to make the trek up to Kane to visit, since she’d come here the last time. I promised myself I’d text her later and pick a date.

      Demon and I were both distracted this morning, him by squirrels and birds, and me with bits and pieces about the monster attacks and the coven bouncing through my mind. I felt like there was something drifting just out of reach, a connection I should have made, but damned if I could figure it out. Something I’d seen or heard mattered more than I’d thought at the time, but no matter how hard I tried, the thought slipped away from me.

      “Not planning on being late tonight, if I can help it,” I told Demon as I filled his bowl with kibble and freshened his water. Then I poured coffee into my travel mug and nabbed a muffin from a container on the counter. I checked the locks and wardings, then gave Demon another ear scratch before I headed out to my truck.

      Elvira, my Silverado, roared to life with the turn of my key, and music blasted from the radio. I took it as a good sign that the song was one of my favorites. I gnawed on my muffin and sipped my coffee, singing along with the radio to keep my mind off the incidents just a few minutes longer. After the nightmares, I felt like I’d worked the graveyard shift.

      I made one detour on the way, stopping at Hamilton Hardware to borrow Donny, who was still in wolf-dog form since he hadn’t needed to go in to his other job at the slaughterhouse today. Jesus, he torpedoed every stereotype of the big, scary werewolf, between wagging his butt so hard his whole body swayed back and forth to running in circles because he was so excited to ride in the truck.

      I brought Donny instead of Demon because Demon is not a tracking dog. Donny might be a so-so werewolf, but he’s got all the heightened senses, and even a dorky shifter is stronger than a human if it came down to a fight.

      “Don’t you dare get carsick,” I warned him, rolling down the window so he could loll his head out and feel the breeze through his fur. In response, he howled, but he looked so damn happy I couldn’t really object. Donny didn’t even grumble when I pulled out the leash and collar. If there was tracking to do, I’d let him roam.

      “Do a good job, and there’s a Happy Meal for you,” I promised. “Maybe even an ice cream cone.” That earned another howl.

      Linda’s directions led me to a relatively new neighborhood on the east side of Tamarack Lake. A strip of forest separated the back of the development from the lake itself, which was close enough to be a selling point, but not actually in view. I pulled into the driveway of a neat, two-story house that didn’t look at all like it belonged to a witch. There were plenty of creepy old Victorian houses in this area to choose from if Linda had wanted to go full Munster. Then again, hiding in plain sight probably worked better.

      She must have been trying to get on my good side because I smelled fresh coffee when Linda met me at the door. “Mark. Please, come in. Thank you for coming.” She paused as she glanced at Donny, who was on his very best doggy behavior, sitting beside me. “Um, you can bring him in, too.”

      I studied Linda as she led me to the kitchen, which looked out onto the forest, a pretty view. But Linda shied away from the window, and when she did glance that direction, I saw fear and suspicion in her expression.

      “What happened?” I asked as she handed me a cup of coffee and the fixings to finish it however I wanted. I stuck with black and sugar. Donny stretched out at my feet under the table.

      “First off, I’m sorry for the way I acted at the restaurant,” Linda said, giving a nervous pat to her hair. “The things that have happened lately have me jittery. Frankly, I’m scared. I believed magic would always protect us, but now—”

      “Magic is like any other weapon,” I replied. “Whether it’s good or bad depends on the person using it.”

      “That’s just it. I’ve talked with all of the coven members. They were all willing to submit to a truth spell. None of them had anything to do with that creature that was terrorizing the neighborhood.”

      “Your coven meets at the shop in Conneaut Lake. How many of your members live in this neighborhood? That’s a bit of a haul just to play bunko.” Of course, bunko was the cover, but Linda managed a wan smile at the mention.

      “We have members all over the area, but six of us live near the lake here. Part of it came from being friends, and part because we felt safer with a group.”

      “Do the neighbors know?” I took a sip of the coffee and figured she bought a more expensive roast than my store-brand beans. Under the table, Donny started to snore.

      “Of course not. This is suburbia. The neighbors barely know each other’s names. Very ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’”

      “Was there a pattern to the sheepsquatch attacks?”

      Linda paused to drink some of her own coffee—cream, no sugar—before answering. “The creature only damaged the yards of the coven members. And I think it’s significant that our high priestess’s last name is ‘Shepherd.’”

      A sheepsquatch for a shepherd. Someone had a dark sense of humor. “Do you think it was a warning?”

      Linda shook her head. “No. I think someone wanted to sow discord among our group, maybe have us looking over our shoulder, afraid of the nearby covens.” She frowned and studied her coffee before going on. “If Chiara hadn’t suggested I talk to you, I don’t know that it would have occurred to me to look for answers beyond witchcraft. We get a little focused on our own little world, I’m afraid.”

      “And now?”

      Linda’s gaze held steel. “I’m very protective of my sisters and brothers in the craft. I want to stop the attacks.”

      “Attacks?” I asked, straightening in my seat. “Someone’s been hurt?” I immediately thought of the lamia.

      “Last night. Beverly Johnson’s in the hospital in Intensive Care. She was stabbed—by a doll.”

      I didn’t see that coming. “Wait. Back up. Have any of your members seen a woman in white or a big snake monster?” Linda looked at me like she thought I might be pulling her leg. “I’m serious. There have been other incidents involving people with some magical ability.”

      Under the table, Donny was either dreaming of squirrels or hot lady wolves. His paws were twitching, and he made soft little yipping noises.

      Linda knew better than to ask me for details about who else with magic might have been targeted. Practitioners understood the need for secrecy. “No,” Linda replied. “I’m sure I would have heard.”

      I nodded. “Good. It’s handled. I just wanted to see if your group had been threatened, too.”

      “We’re definitely being threatened,” Linda said, holding her mug in both hands. “But why two groups would be presented with two different attacks, I can’t guess.”

      I leaned back in my chair. Donny suddenly let out a wolfie howl and startled himself awake, shaking the table and almost making Linda drop her coffee.

      “I couldn’t help noticing that your dog is…intact,” Linda pointed out. “You know that getting them neutered really cuts down on bad behavior.”

      Donny gave an alarmed yelp and sat up so fast his head hit the underside of the table.

      “If it bothers you that he would look…different, you can have implants done,” Linda went on. “My neighbor did that with his Weimaraner, and they looked totally natural.”

      Donny wrapped his front paws around my leg and hung on for dear life.

      I cleared my throat. “I’ll think about it. But…getting back to business. Can you tell me about the most recent attack? I thought you said someone was stabbed by a doll.”

      Linda took a deep breath to steady herself and set her coffee down. “I did. Maybe this is going to sound strange to someone like you, but there’s a malicious doll stalking our coven.”

      “I’m confused. You’re witches. Can’t you just zap it or un-mojo it with your magic?”

      Linda shook her head. “Not all occult power is ‘magic.’ Or, at least, not witchcraft-style magic. If I had to guess, I’d say this falls more under demonic energy.”

      Lovely. “So how did a demonic doll get close enough to nearly kill a witch?”

      Linda stood and went to get the coffee carafe, refilling both of our cups. Maybe she wanted some caffeinated reinforcement, or just needed to move. “Beverly collects dolls. It has nothing to do with the Craft. Just a hobby, and one she’s relatively famous for, in certain circles. Then yesterday, an old-fashioned celluloid doll—a big one, about the size of a small child—showed up in her yard.”

      She picked up her cup but didn’t drink, and I guessed Linda was gathering her thoughts. “Beverly’s usually very cautious. But the doll was unusual. Old and rare. German, I think she said. She immediately recognized that it was valuable, and she couldn’t imagine why anyone would leave something like that outside.”

      “So it attacked her when she went to get it?”

      Linda shook her head. “No. Beverly didn’t sense anything wrong with the doll and brought it inside. If it had just been magicked, she would have sensed it. She put the doll in her office and went to make dinner. When she came back later, the doll was missing.”

      “Did someone move it?”

      “No. Beverly lives alone. That’s when she knew something was wrong, but by then, the doll had ‘woken up.’ They started playing cat-and-mouse. Beverly said she tried to use magic to stop it, but that didn’t work. It ambushed her, nearly killed her, and ran off.”

      “So she woke up enough to tell you her story?”

      “Yes. But…she almost didn’t make it. And the doll is out there somewhere. After it attacked Beverly, before we knew what was going on, it approached the houses of several of the other coven members. Didn’t get in, but they saw it, out in the yard. Then it ran off, into the woods.”

      Hot, diggity damn. Just what I really didn’t want to spend my day doing—chasing a psychopathic doll through the forest. But the doll—or whatever it really was—had already nearly killed one person, so waiting wasn’t really an option. At least for once, I’d flipped the script on the horror movies, because it wasn’t the dead of night.

      “All right,” I said. “I need you to get the word out to your neighbors that there’s a rabid skunk in the woods and you’ve called in a wildlife extraction specialist. That way, if anyone sees Donny and me tramping around out there with weapons, they don’t call the cops on us.”

      “I can do that,” Linda said. “I’ve got the coven’s numbers on speed dial, and our neighborhood has a phone tree in case of emergencies. Give me fifteen minutes, and everyone likely to see you will have the word.”

      She took her phone into the other room, and Donny managed to plaster himself even closer than before. He had his front paws wrapped around my leg, and he was sitting on my foot.

      “Dude, ease up. Your nuts are safe,” I murmured. I filched a cookie from the jar on the table and slipped it to him as a peace offering.

      Donny shifted, so his butt slid off of my boot, and he let go enough that I could feel the blood in my leg again.

      I thought about how to chase down a killer doll while Linda made her calls. By the time she came back, I had a couple of ideas in mind.

      “No one’s going to cause problems for you, Mark,” Linda said. “We even put in a word with a friend of ours at the police department, letting them know we had an exterminator at work. I wish there was more I could do, but the truth is, I’m not much without my magic.”

      I thought that was just some fake-humble bullshit, but both the tone of her voice and the look in her eyes told me she believed it to be true. Her admission made me feel sorry for her, if magic was all she thought she had going for her. I didn’t have magic, and I sure wasn’t anybody’s hero or a warrior-against-evil like in the movies. But what I could do, I did. Sometimes, it even made a difference.

      “Can you show me where Beverly first saw the doll?” I asked. “I’d like Donny here to see if he can pick up the scent.” We stopped by my truck to pick up my gear bag because no way in hell was I heading into that forest unarmed.

      Donny perked up at that, although I noticed that he kept his distance from Linda as we walked to the tidy two-story where the attack had occurred. Usually, Donny is overly friendly, but he’d obviously decided that Linda was not good people. If my nuts were on the block, I can’t say I’d have felt differently.

      She led us to a little garden surrounded by a circle of rocks. “In there,” she said, pointing. Donny lowered his head and started sniffing like a bloodhound. Then he raised his head and howled. He tugged on the leash, practically dragging me toward the woods.

      “Go home. Stay inside. I’ll let you know if I find anything,” I called over my shoulder.

      I debated letting Donny off leash, but I knew I’d lose him and not be able to catch up. And while Donny’s a lover, not a fighter, he’s still a shifter, and stronger than he looks. If worst came to worst, he was backup. I hoped it didn’t come to going mano-a-mano with Chucky.

      “Who the hell collects dolls?” I asked Donny as we trudged through the woods, hot on the trail of what I hoped wasn’t a squirrel or a possum. “They’re evil. They burp, cry, and pee. They look like dead children. And don’t get me started on Tickle-Me-Elmo; that fucker was possessed.”

      I didn’t like how the trail led deeper into the forest, but at least we were out of sight of prying eyes and the neighborhood watch. I’d already pulled my grenade launcher, and I had my Glock with silver rounds tucked into my waistband, and a Ka-bar coated with blessed silver in a sheath on my belt. Those weapons could fight off most of the creatures I usually encountered, but knowing that the doll had bested a coven of witches made me nervous.

      “Hey, Annabelle,” I called to the doll as Donny followed his nose. “Come play with me.”

      In response, I heard demented laughter in the high pitch of a child’s voice. A chill slithered down my spine. Donny lifted his head, and his ears pricked up. I leaned down and unclipped his leash, wrapping it around my waist for safekeeping. “Go flush her out, Donny. Find Annabelle, and we’ll get ice cream.” This doll might not be the same as the famous cursed one locked in a glass case in Connecticut, but I figured the name suited her.

      Donny took off, and I had to admit that for as dorky as he was in human form, he wasn’t a half-bad wolf. I crashed through the brush after him, figuring the doll already knew we were after her. Laughter rang out again, from a different direction. It reminded me of wind chimes made out of bone, a cold, soulless sound, full of malice.

      Donny suddenly pivoted and started to yip, charging back toward me as I felt something jump onto my back. Cold, hard feet dug into my sides, and out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed the reflection of sunlight on steel.

      I rammed backward against the nearest tree trunk, trying to scrape off my unwanted passenger. One celluloid fist yanked my hair, and I reached up, grabbing the doll by the wrist and pulled her out and away, ducking to avoid the knife. I hurled my pint-sized attacker into a nearby pile of rocks and raised my grenade launcher.

      Annabelle was gone.

      She came at me from the side the next time, and I barely twisted out of the way of her knife. Even so, it slashed across my left bicep, but I knew she’d meant to stab me in the chest. Donny came bounding toward us as we went down, and I found myself wrestling with a plastic toy that matched my strength and then some.

      “Watch out for the knife!” I yelled at Donny, knowing that even in his wolf form, his mind remained mostly human.

      Donny slammed into Annabelle, knocking her off me. She scrambled out of reach, fast, and he went to pursue, but she pulled back a branch and let it fly, walloping him across the face, and got away.

      That hellish laughter echoed, seeming to come from everywhere at once and nowhere specific. Donny turned in circles, scenting the air and whining, trying to get a read. Then he spotted something and started to howl. I went to see and found a bit of torn cloth stuck in a jagger bush.

      “You did good,” I told Donny and patted him on the head. I carefully loosened the piece of fabric and smiled as I saw the way to turn the tables.

      Maybe I was going about this all wrong, I thought. Annabelle wasn’t human, and she could make us chase her all day long. We’d tire, she wouldn’t, and she’d get us.

      Or I could make her come to us.

      I found a small clearing and set down a salt ring big enough for Donny and me. Then I found the recording I’d gotten Father Leo to make for me and hit play.

      “Exorcizamos te, omnis immundus spiritus…” His voice began the Latin exorcism, loud in the otherwise quiet forest. It wouldn’t hurt Donny, but if Annabelle really was demonic, it would play holy havoc with whatever dark energy animated her.

      The laughter came again, brittle and shrill. There was no humor in it, only madness and rage.

      “You don’t like that? Then make me stop.” I used my lighter to set fire to the scrap of cloth.

      Annabelle shrieked.

      Donny gave me a look like I was out of my mind. Sometimes, my mouth gets ahead of my brain. But seconds later, Annabelle stepped out of the thicket, and I had my first chance to get a good look at her.

      She had a round face with molded, painted hair and rosy cheeks. Her body had that Campbell Soup Kid pudginess that had been popular back when the Great Depression meant people went hungry. The red and white jumper over a white blouse was grass stained now, and the hem of her skirt was torn. A necklace glinted at her throat. She’d lost one of her black Mary Jane shoes. One hand gripped a knife that was red with my blood.

      Her eyes glowed with crimson fire, something I was pretty sure wasn’t factory-installed.

      “Come and get me, sweet cheeks.”

      Annabelle ran toward us. “Down!” I yelled to Donny, and like a good dog, he dropped to his belly. Covering his head with his paws wasn’t part of the training. I raised my grenade launcher and fired in the same instant the salt ring flared with protective energy, keeping Annabelle from sailing across it and skewering me with her knife.

      The shell hit Annabelle center mass, throwing her back away from the salt circle with enough force to snap the head and limbs from the body. I threw my arm up over my face as the grenade exploded, and suddenly remembered an important detail.

      Celluloid burns like a mofo.

      “Fuck!” I dropped to the ground beside Donny as Annabelle went up in flames that rose six feet into the air, burning so hot I couldn’t look.

      A godawful shriek nearly made my ears bleed, and Donny whimpered in pain since he had far better hearing. Father Leo’s voice was still chanting the exorcism rite on speakerphone as the recording played on. I set the grenade launcher down next to Donny, told him to stay, and drew my Glock, then stepped over the salt line.

      I had my gun aimed at the heart of the fire, in case Annabelle or whatever controlled her rose from the ashes. Just for good measure, I fired a silver round into the scorched and melted doll torso that was rapidly turning into a pile of goo in the middle of the flames. One leg lay a few feet away, and I kicked it into the fire and then did the same for its mate. The arms followed.

      I went looking for the head. Somehow, I feared that if all of Annabelle didn’t burn, we wouldn’t be free of whatever unholy energy possessed her. Then I saw the doll head, lying next to a rock, a few feet away. The blinking eyelids were open, and one of the glass eyes had shattered on impact. No trace of red fire.

      Just as I was about to punt the head into the bonfire, I saw a metallic gleam among the leaves. It was the doll’s necklace, and something about it made me think of the amulet the lamia had worn, although the designs of the two were very different. Since I wasn’t going to touch the damned thing, I used a twig to lift it, then sent the head flying with a satisfying kick. It landed in the fire and sent another plume of flames high into the sky.

      Who the fuck ever thought it was a good idea to give children exploding dolls?

      I carried the necklace back to where Donny waited in the salt circle. He had dared to raise his head, and when he saw me, he let out a mournful howl.

      Since I didn’t want to burn down the woods, I used a container of holy water to douse the flames, then made sure I salted the charred remains and sprinkled iron filings and some colloidal silver over them, just in case.

      “You’re through,” I said to Donny, using the same command I gave Demon when he was free to get up. Donny glared at me but padded out and nuzzled against my leg in a move that was more Labrador than lobo. I reached down and scratched his ears. We both needed a little reassurance, and as long as I thought of Donny as a wolf-dog instead of a person, that totally wasn’t weird at all.

      While I waited to make sure the fire was out, I studied the doll’s necklace. It was in better condition than what we took off the lamia, since it hadn’t been directly in the fire. That might also mean it was still active and dangerous, so I wasn’t about to take any chances.

      The medallion was stamped with a rune made of straight and crooked lines, and I knew I’d seen something like that before, but my brain just wasn’t making the connection. I put it into a lead-lined pouch I carried in my bag for things like this and resolved to go see Father Leo as soon as I dropped Donny off back at the store.

      Once the embers were cool, I bound up the cut on my arm and called Linda to give the all-clear. She sounded so genuinely grateful that I could almost forgive her earlier icy attitude. Donny and I walked back to my truck, and he was bounding and wagging his tail, happy to be alive.

      He was absolutely fuckin’ adorable, and while that had won over Blair and Chiara in his guard dog job, I could just imagine how his behavior went over with the rest of the pack. Shifters, in my opinion, take themselves way too seriously, especially the wolves, who like to strike poses on rocky outcroppings in the moonlight like they’re in some angsty teen love story. I found Donny’s love for life to be refreshing.

      “Come on, buddy,” I said, opening the door for him to climb in. “Let’s go get that Happy Meal, and a vanilla cone to go with it. You’ve been a very good boy.”
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      Donny was extremely happy when I dropped him off at Hamilton Hardware. After all, he’d helped track and fight a killer doll and had just wolfed down a burger and fries. Hell, I even held the ice cream cone for him. He deserved it.

      The details of the attacks kept bouncing around in my head. There was a common thread, there had to be, but I was missing it. So when I pulled into the church parking lot, I hoped the good Padre had gained some insight, because I sure as hell hadn’t.

      My phone buzzed before I even got out of the truck. One message was from Chiara and another was from Simon. I’d sent them the photos of the lamia’s necklace.

      Chiara’s text said, “Norse runes. Used by the Vikings and the early Germanic people. Looks like a spell, but translation is iffy.”

      Simon didn’t waste words. “Viking runes, revived usage by the Nazi Thule in Hitler’s quest for occult objects. Appears to be a control spell. Be careful.”

      Nazis. Germans. That was the piece that had been just outside my grasp. The killer doll was German. The runes were Norse/Viking/Germanic. I’d seen runes like that before and should have recognized them, but I just hadn’t made the connection. And Howie at the surplus shop said someone was looking for vintage German stuff.

      Holy shit.

      I checked the time and realized that I could just make it over to Howie’s before closing. I texted Father Leo that I’d be back, in case he wondered why I’d pulled in only to leave again, then I high-tailed it over to the surplus store, and got there right before Howie was ready to lock up.

      “Hey, I have a question about that guy you kicked to the curb, the one looking for old Nazi stuff,” I said.

      Howie gave me the once-over, and I realized that I was covered with grass stains, wolf hair, and mud streaks, my left arm was tied up with a makeshift bandage with blood seeping through, and I probably smelled of smoke and burnt plastic. I quickly brushed a hand through my hair, in case there were twigs or leaves stuck in it.

      He sighed. “Anybody but you, Mark, and I’d tell them to take a hike. C’mon in. Does this have to do with your side job?”

      Good thing I wasn’t a superhero, because I apparently sucked at having a secret identity. Then again, if I hadn’t told Howie what I did, with how often I bought cases of combat knives, he probably would have turned me in to the feds.

      “Yeah. And there’s a chance that guy has something to do with it. What do you remember about him?”

      Howie went back behind the counter, his home away from home. He leaned back against the wall. “Guy was in his thirties, bodybuilder type. White. Of course, white—looking for Nazi shit. Wore a goddamn Death’s Head ring, can you believe it? But he didn’t look like those skinheads on TV. No shaved head, wasn’t wearing biker leathers, not tatted up, at least, what I could see.” He frowned. “Except one, on the inside of his wrist.”

      “Do you remember what it looked like?”

      Howie nodded. “Yeah. Didn’t think it was much of a tattoo, to tell you the truth. Just a bunch of lines.” He grabbed a pen and drew several of the Viking runes I’d seen on the amulets. He slid the paper across the glass, and I pocketed it.

      “Any idea what kind of vintage stuff he was looking for?”

      Howie snorted. “He wanted anything that came from Wewelsburg.”

      “All I know in German is ‘sauerkraut’ and that Oktoberfest drinking song,” I replied. “What’s the big deal about Weeblesburg?”

      “Ever see that Raiders of the Lost Ark movie? The part about Hitler collecting witchy stuff was true. Bought a whole castle to store it in and remodeled the place with all kinds of creepy shit. And the castle was Wewelsburg.”

      “Did the guy happen to give you any way to contact him—before you threw him out?” This was all suddenly worse than weird random monster shit.

      Howie snorted. “Yeah. I threw it away.”

      My panic must have shown in my face. I had no way to trace the guy who was probably our best bet to be the puppet master.

      “Good thing I don’t empty the bin up here much,” Howie said, with a grin like he’d just pulled a fast one on me. He bent down and picked up a small waste can, digging through crumpled receipts and some mummified orange peelings. Howie retrieved a stained and slightly damp card and handed it over. I’d never been so grateful that he didn’t chew tobacco. Despite the abuse it had suffered, the plain card was still readable.

      “Abel Hendricks.” There was a phone number and an email, but no street address. Still, the card was the lead I needed.

      “Thanks, Howie. If the guy’s ever dumb enough to come back, call me, okay? And be careful—he could be dangerous.”

      “Already knew he was dangerous. He’s a Nazi-lover, ain’t he?”

      I let Howie get back to closing up shop and pocketed the card, then headed back to the truck. Before I started driving, I called Chiara and gave her Hendrick’s name and info, to see what she could hack. Then I filled Simon in on the connection to the Weevils castle and asked for what he could find out about Nazi witches. For good measure, I texted a photo of the doll’s necklace and Hendrick’s tat to both of them. I also picked up a couple of pizzas and headed for the rectory to see Father Leo. I had the feeling we were in for a long night, and that it wouldn’t be long before Hendricks made his next move.

      I’d barely caught Father Leo up to speed before the phone calls started.

      “Mark, what did you do to Donny?” Chiara asked. “He’s being squirrellier than usual, which is saying something. Blair said something about having to take him to the vet’s, and he locked himself in the bathroom. What gives? He need a rabies shot?”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. “He’s fine. Just give him your word that you won’t get him fixed.”

      “Fixed? Of course not. What the…heck?” Chiara must have remembered Father Leo was in hearing range. “Tell me later. I did some digging. ‘Abel Hendricks’ doesn’t exist. However, Adam Hawthorn does. And Hawthorn has a long rap sheet—disorderly conduct, breaking and entering, making terroristic threats, and a couple of assaults. He’s also a member of a bunch of online groups that go way beyond ‘questionable.’ The FBI probably has him on a watch list. Oh, and he’s gotten thrown off eBay and Craigslist because he was looking for Nazi stuff.”

      “Sounds like our guy,” I replied. “Any idea where to find him?”

      “He moves around a lot. My bet is he pisses off either his bosses or his landlords, or both. But a little creative hacking got me a GPS location. Near as I can tell, he’s squatting on a piece of land that’s in foreclosure, near the south end of Tamarack Lake.”

      Father Leo and I exchanged a glance. Bingo.

      I thanked Chiara, then had to end that call to answer Simon. “Find anything?” I asked.

      “Hello to you, too,” Simon replied. “I’m emailing you a file with what I found on the ‘Thule.’ In a nutshell, they were a group of occultists and mystics who tried to justify white supremacy in German folklore and myth.” I could hear the distaste in his voice.

      “They also collected whatever relics or items of power they could get their hands on—legally or not. As the Third Reich spread, they looted the conquered territory of magical items as well as art. They also worked with the Ahnenerbe SS to pilfer archeological sites. And a lot of those pieces ended up at Wewelsburg because Hitler wanted to create kind of an evil Hogwarts to study the items and train people to use them,” Simon told us.

      Father Leo leaned forward. “What happened to the books and items at Wewelsburg after the war ended?”

      “Well, that all depends on who you ask,” Simon replied. “There was chaos in the early days. Lots of things disappeared, from all kinds of places. Art. Gold. All we know for sure is that when the Allies finally secured Wewelsburg, they noted that the library and relic room looked as if it had been looted, but whether that was done by the Nazis or other groups, no one knows. Some items turned up years later on the black market. Now and then, someone stumbles on a hidden cache. Most scholars think the bulk of the pieces were snatched up by collectors or stashed by sympathizers. I also found a reference to an online auction a month ago that claimed they had a box of Nazi-era items from Wewelsburg.”

      “Anything on the tattoo and amulets?” I asked, trying to process all the information.

      “The tattoo is a ‘Wolfsangel.’ It’s Norse, but like a lot of the runes and symbols, it’s been co-opted by some shady groups. It’s a protective symbol. Supposed to ward off werewolves.” Simon took a deep breath, and I just knew I wasn’t going to like what he had to say next.

      “As for the amulets… The inscriptions were different, but they draw on dark energy, something the Nazis called ‘Vril.’ So not exactly witchcraft, not quite demons. But still bad stuff.”

      “Would the person who owned the amulets need to be anything special to use them?” I asked, feeling a chill through my whole body as I started to connect the dots.

      “No. That’s what the Nazis wanted—occult weapons. Assuming the runes could actually tap into the Vril energy, all it would take to flip the switch, so to speak, was knowing the activation word.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. I might have turned up some details about what was in that box of stuff from Wewelsburg,” Simon replied. “It was part of the listing from the online auction. There were four objects plus a book. The items were a charm, two necklaces, and a decorative top for a walking staff.”

      I snorted at “decorative.” “He’s already used three of the items, so that leaves the staff.”

      “Which I’d expect to be the most dangerous,” Simon cautioned. “The other three must have made it possible for him to control the creatures. But with the staff, he can concentrate energy. That is as bad as it sounds.”

      I was silent for a moment, overwhelmed. “Thanks, Simon. Send me your bill. That’s great intel.”

      “Mark, be careful,” Simon warned. “This Vril stuff is nastier than the usual monsters. Anyone dealing in it won’t be reasonable. Consider them possessed and act accordingly.”

      Simon ended the call. Father Leo and I just looked at each other for a moment, over the cold pizza we’d all but forgotten.

      “So Fred and Barney were right about the ‘outside actors,’” I said, hating having to agree with the Occulatum guy and the fed.

      “Looks like,” Father Leo replied.

      My phone pinged with an email notice. Father Leo let me pull it up on his computer, and we both pored over what Simon had sent. The details confirmed that Adam Hawthorn was messing with some really fucked up shit, but didn’t give a lot of ideas on how to stop him.

      “Blowing him up would work,” I suggested, sitting back and crossing my arms.

      “I’m not against it,” Father Leo admitted. “But I don’t think we know everything yet. Why did he target the young people and the witches? They didn’t have the power to hurt him. And why did he pick that location?” He shook his head. “I think we’ve overlooked something.”

      I sat back and stared at the ceiling, thinking. “Suppose Hawthorn got his hands on a random box of occult stuff from the Thule. Nothing matches, there aren’t a lot of instructions, but he’s got enough to activate one item at a time. He somehow figured out about Phoebe’s friends and the coven, and maybe he thought he’d try out his new toys and take out any competition, anyone who could stop him.”

      Father Leo nodded. “Maybe. That would explain why he used different kinds of attacks each time. He could only use a relic once.”

      “Wanna bet that there was an amulet inside the hex bag on the sheepsquatch, too?”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “So what does he want?” I asked. That was the million-dollar question. “Chiara said he’s a member of a bunch of sketchy groups, but he doesn’t exactly seem like evil leader material. Nothing he’s done will get him money or glory. So…why?”

      Father Leo toyed with the spoon he used to stir his coffee. “For someone who feels like a nobody, being a somebody is worth more than gold.”

      I met his gaze. “You think that’s it? This guy wants a power trip?”

      He shrugged. “It’s been enough for plenty of mobsters and dictators.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “But what’s his endgame? Because the attacks have ramped up, gotten more violent. So what does he do for an encore?”

      Father Leo got up to grab a new container of cookies, dropped off earlier by one of the parish committees. Homemade peanut butter in one box, and butterscotch oatmeal in the other. I wasn’t ready to come back to the Church’s teachings, but if their cookies were always this good, I might swing by now and again for coffee hour.

      While Leo made a fresh pot of coffee, I checked in with Pete, but he’d already figured I would be out for the rest of the day and covered my customers. I really needed to go run my business. On the other hand, if some evil crackpot skinhead sorcerer ended the world, none of that would really matter.

      Father Leo and I spent the rest of the afternoon scouring Simon’s report, looking for anything we might have missed. I also called in a favor from Dixie James, a friend who’s a strong ghost whisperer. She rallied some helpful ghosts and sent them to spy on Adam Hawthorn’s trailer and the surrounding area.

      “The people trying to harness the Vril power used wizard staffs to direct it,” I noted, “and crystal orbs to focus power. So if Hawthorn thinks he’s Saruman, maybe we need to focus on snapping his staff and breaking his balls.” Geez, that sounded worse out loud.

      Father Leo almost snorted his coffee. “That’s a mental picture I can’t unsee. But, I agree. Adam Hawthorn doesn’t have any power of his own. Destroy his tools, and he’s just an ordinary man.”

      I chewed my lip as I pondered my next question. “Do we need to call Ren and Stimpy in on this? Is it bigger than we can handle?” I hated the thought of involving two organizations I didn’t completely trust. “And if we do, what does that mean for the coven and the Meddling Kids? I don’t want them to end up in a black ops research lab somewhere.”

      Father Leo knows more about the Occulatum than I do, and he’s assured me that out of the various secret groups—governmental and religious—that deal with the supernatural, it’s the most honorable. Put another way, they’re the best of a bad bunch.

      My phone rang again, and I glanced at the display, expecting new information from Chiara or Simon. Instead, I recognized the number—Linda, the good witch.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Mark—something bad is going to happen. We’ve heard the tommyknockers.”

      I vaguely remembered a legend about gnomes that warned coal miners before cave-ins, and an old Twilight Zone episode about a gremlin on the wing of a plane. “What do you mean? Are you in a mine?”

      “No. They’re knocking on our houses. Everyone in the coven’s heard them. A few of us caught sight of them. It’s a warning.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Thanks for the heads up. We know who’s behind the attacks, and we’re working on a plan. Keep everyone calm and indoors, and I’ll be in touch.”

      Linda agreed reluctantly, and I couldn’t blame her. I was used to having to do things the hard way, but it must have been rough on the coven to have magic and still not be able to protect themselves.

      First, the woman in white, and now the tommyknockers. Warnings were nice, but only if there was some way to avoid the danger.

      “Why would the tommyknockers come out? I thought they only warned miners.”

      “Mark.”

      I looked up, and Father Leo pointed to a map he’d pulled up of the Tamarack area. A red dot near the southern end of the lake caught my attention. “It’s a gas well. Fracking. They pump fluid down to push the gas up, and it shifts all kinds of stuff around down there.”

      Fuck. A high-tech sort of mine. I’d heard about all kinds of things that could go wrong, from poisoned drinking water to earthquakes to big sinkholes swallowing up everything near them. Fracking messed with what was underground, where the tommyknockers lived.

      I reached for my phone and called Linda back. “Change of plans. We think the guy behind all this is going to blow the fracking station sky high. I need you to tell your phone tree that there’s been a natural gas leak and to evacuate, so we get the mundanes out of the way. Then can you convene your coven and think about how you might be able to back me up with what your magic can do, while my buddies and I go after the big bad?”

      “Yeah. We can do that,” Linda said, sounding shaky but resolved. “And Mark? Thanks. We’ll do our best to have your back.”

      While I was talking to Linda, Father Leo called Chiara and filled her in. Then he handed off the phone to me when I gestured for it. “Is Donny there?” I asked. “I need to talk to him—in human form.”

      I heard some background noise, and then Donny’s voice came through. “Hey, Mark. What do you need?”

      “A big favor,” I said. “Father Leo and I think the guy who’s been behind the attacks is going to blow a gas well sky high to release dark occult power from the bowels of the earth. We’re going to try to stop him, but I need some backup. I want you to ask the pack to help and bring them to where we hunted that batshit crazy doll.”

      “The pack doesn’t like me,” Donny said sullenly. “And they aren’t sure whether they like you, either.” He wasn’t wrong on either count.

      “They’re going to like it a lot less if the feds get involved and start hunting down or registering supes. Remember the movies we watched? X-Men? Captain America: Civil War? That could be real, Donny. If Leo and I can’t stop this asshole, a bunch of dickheads are going to get all up in our business about everything supernatural. The pack wouldn’t be happy with that, guaranteed.” I hated putting pressure on Donny, but he could be a real drama wolf at times.

      “My Alpha hates me.”

      “Donny—”

      “He thinks I’m useless.”

      “Think how useful you’ll be helping stop the apocalypse.” I was exaggerating a little, but not by much. “And…I’ll buy you ice cream. A whole month of ice cream. Whatever flavor you want. Er, except for chocolate. It’s bad for dogs.”

      “From the really good ice cream place out on the Conneaut Lake Road?” Donny bargained. I knew where he meant. That joint had been there for fifty years and their frozen custard was legendary.

      “Yes, from there.” I tried to keep the impatience out of my voice, even as Father Leo hid a snicker. “Please, Donny? I’ll even spring for sprinkles on top. But we don’t have much time. I need you to go to the pack now.”

      “Okay. I’ll do it,” Donny said, sounding like he was psyching himself up. “But I’m counting on that ice cream.”

      “Donny—”

      “Geez, Louise! Don’t get testy. I’m going! I’m going!” He ended the call, and I rubbed the spot between my eyes where I could feel a headache coming on.

      Another call came in, and I handed Father Leo back his phone. “What’s up, Dixie?” he asked the medium. Leo listened, and his expression grew grave. “Okay. Thanks. Let us know if you hear anything more.” He hung up and looked at me. “Dixie’s ghost spies said Hawthorn is gathering stuff and getting ready for something, loading his truck.”

      “Shit. We don’t have time to call in the Wonder Twins, even if we wanted to,” I said. “I don’t think we’ve got much time at all.”

      Father Leo nodded. “I agree. But—I’ve got a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s staying fairly close to the camper he’s using as his base,” I told Father Leo, putting the last of our supplies in my truck. “According to what the ghosts told Dixie, it looks like he’s preparing for a ritual.”

      “All right, at least we know where to find him,” Leo said. “Any other updates?”

      Chiara had rallied Phoebe and Carl to help from a safe distance. Phoebe had a vision of a white and red metal tower with green lightning running up and down it and then shooting a beacon into the sky. Carl’s latest dream had shown him a similar image. That told me that Hawthorn intended to turn his last Thule trophy on the nearby fracking tower, to unlock the Vril power he thought lay underground.

      Dumbass would find out there was “power” underground all right—natural gas that was likely to go up in a fireball. If that happened, acres of forest would burn, and the wildfire would claim hundreds of houses and maybe some lives. We couldn’t let that happen.

      Donny texted right before he shifted to let me know that the pack was in place. If Hawthorn feared werewolves enough to get a tat, we’d use that to our advantage. Linda called to say that her coven was tired of being afraid, and that even if their magic couldn’t directly stop Hawthorn’s Thule-relic monsters, they wanted in on whatever we were going to do, and they’d help however they could.

      Father Leo and I had rustled up some extra equipment and made special modifications that I hoped would work. We were short-handed, so Blair agreed to join the hunt. Since we had no real idea what the last Thule item could do, we all wore plenty of protective silver and medallions, filled our pockets with salt, and accepted Father Leo’s blessing and warding of protection. Then we rode into battle in my black Silverado and hoped for the best.

      The witches and the shifters had stealth on their side, as did the ghosts. We weren’t going to be able to sneak up, so our only choice was to go big or go home. Blair rode in the back with the special equipment, Father Leo rode shotgun, and I sat behind the wheel. I patted the dash and told Elvira what a great truck she was, and that I was counting on her. Father Leo gave me the side-eye, but he’s seen me do stranger things than give a pep talk to my pickup.

      Then I gunned the engine, and we roared up the dirt road toward Hawthorn’s camp at full throttle. Just like Bo and Luke in the General Lee, if their Dodge Charger had been a ton heavier and a big-ass truck.

      “Hold on!” I yelled, but I figured they’d already worked that out for themselves. We lofted for a few seconds on a small rise, then crashed down with enough force to rattle our teeth and challenge Elvira’s shocks and suspension.

      We skidded to a stop in a clearing, only feet away from where Adam Hawthorn stood in a large circle. Candles, runes, and blood outlined his warding, and he stood in the center, holding a wooden walking stick with what looked like the head of a gargoyle on the end. Hawthorn had gone full Indy, wearing an SS officer’s hat, a uniform that looked like he’d pieced it together from eBay and Party City, and a long bathrobe that failed to look wizardly.

      Blair opened fire with our jerry-rigged water cannon, sending a high-pressure stream of salted holy water at Hawthorn, dousing his candles and knocking him backward. Leo and I threw open our doors and ran toward him, me with an animal control pole to try to snatch away the staff without getting too close, and Father Leo with a shotgun full of shells filled with rock salt and iron filings.

      Hawthorn was down, but not out. If the salt and holy water weakened him, it sure didn’t short out his mojo altogether. He yelled something in German and pointed his staff at me, lifting me into the air and tossing me across the clearing hard enough to knock the breath out of me. A second later, I saw Father Leo thrown in the other direction.

      I was winded, but not out of the fight. I scrambled back up, running toward Hawthorn with my pole held like a javelin. I heard Leo rack the shotgun and fire. Hawthorn angled his staff, deflecting the buckshot.

      The tank on the pressure washer water cannon had already run dry. I knew that Blair had bailed from the truck bed and was probably circling around, looking for a good shot with her Glock. She and I both had rubber bullets, since Hawthorn was still human. But until we got that damn staff away from him, it didn’t look like we’d get far.

      The water cannon had drowned the candles, smudged the runes he’d spray-painted onto the dirt, and knocked off his SS hat, leaving him bedraggled in a wet bathrobe. But the staff in his hands was no joke, and I could see a red glow inside the gargoyle’s eyes. As long as Hawthorn had the staff, he could control its power.

      “You can’t stop me!” Hawthorn shouted, gripping the stave like he meant to fight. Blair, Father Leo, and I closed in from three directions. Going after one of us meant the other two could still get in another shot. “I will release the Vril and become more powerful than you can imagine.”

      “Nice bathrobe,” Blair yelled. “It just screams ‘evil villain.’”

      I seized the momentary distraction and ran forward, looping the lariat of the animal control pole over the staff, and yanked with all my might. Hawthorn was just as beefy as Howie had said, but I didn’t expect to be stopped cold. He chuckled and lowered the staff, pointing it my way. I dove aside, as an electric arc blazed through the air where I’d been standing a second before.

      Fuck. I dropped and rolled. The air smelled of ozone, and the scorched ground told me I’d have been fried if his lightning bolt had connected. Blair and Father Leo took cover, and we fell back to Plan B.

      Cue the wolves. A single, lonely howl was soon joined by a mournful chorus. It sounded like a couple of dozen wolves surrounded us in the forest, and just for a second, I saw terror drive out the smug certainty in Hawthorn’s eyes. The howling definitely rattled him.

      Blair seized the moment and slung a flash grenade right at Hawthorn. I squeezed my eyes tight. Seconds later I was running right for Hawthorn, seizing the advantage since I expected the flare and he didn’t. While he was momentarily disoriented, I tackled him, grabbing onto the staff with both hands. We rolled through the fresh mud, me trying to keep the damned thing pointed away, and him trying to blow my head off with it.

      He was burlier than me, but I had longer arms. We tussled, yanking the staff one way and the other, until I decided fuck this whole thing and kneed him right in the orbs.

      Hawthorn’s eyes bulged and in that instant, when he sucked in air and his eyes crossed, I jerked the staff right out of his hands, just as Donny appeared beside the truck.

      “Donny, go long!” I yelled and sent the staff wheeling through the air. Donny’s easy to spot, because he looks more like a punk Malamute than a fearsome wolf. He leaped into the air and caught the staff like it was a game of fetch.

      The gargoyle head bobbled free, falling to the ground as Donny took off into the woods with the wooden shaft—the part that was magically useless.

      I rolled away from Hawthorn and grabbed the knob, tossing it to Blair, who caught it and lobbed the head to Father Leo. We had a nice setup for a game of magical monkey in the middle, until I realized Hawthorn had gotten to his knees. He held out his right fist, and I saw the gleam of the Death’s Head ring and realized we’d been so focused on the staff, we missed the real danger.

      “I will raise the Vril, and you will all kneel!” He staggered to his feet, and if I was going to die in the next few minutes, I’d take pride in having racked the balls of our would-be evil overlord.

      The wind had picked up, light at first, then rustling through the tops of the trees. But it was the rumble beneath our feet that worried me more. The fracking had probably destabilized the shale all around the drilling, which meant that if they’d pumped out the natural groundwater, what was above those suddenly empty air pockets could collapse like a bad soufflé. We needed to end this.

      The wind grew stronger, and the upper branches careened back and forth. I figured it was some psycho side effect of his crazy Nazi ring, as dust devils rose and gusts tugged at my shirt and whipped through my hair. Hawthorn’s small camper rocked on its tires, buffeted by wind that rattled a loose metal panel and sent a lawn chair flying.

      That’s when I realized that Blair had circled around behind Hawthorn. A shot rang out, taking off most of his left hand, including that damned SS ring.

      He screamed in pain. I dove for the bloody fingers and jerked the ring free. I closed my fist around the trophy and rolled over to find myself looking down the barrel of a genuine military-issue Luger pistol.

      “Give me the ring. It’s mine, they promised me!”

      “Blair, Mark, watch out!” Father Leo shouted. I rolled as hard as I could to the right, having no idea what was going on.

      I heard a horrendous crash and might have yelped in understandable panic. When I lifted my head, I saw that the wind had stopped, but not before it dropped Hawthorn’s camper right on top of him. All I could see were his legs, which stuck out from under. As if on cue, the propane tank exploded, sending up a fireball. Linda and the coven came through, after all.

      I didn’t need to think. I tossed the one ring of power into the flames.

      But before I could get too stoked about our victory, the ground shuddered again. I backed up fast, as the earth crumbled and cracks opened in the hard dirt. Between one breath and the next, a sinkhole opened, taking Hawthorn and his blazing camper down to Hell.

      The Vril. Fuck.

      Then I heard chanting. Father Leo had jammed the gargoyle head on the muzzle of his shotgun and used it as a makeshift staff, gambling that the word of power Simon had found for us would work. Only unlike Hawthorn, Father Leo intended to bind the Vril energy and keep it locked in the depths where it belonged.

      Leo must have been making it up as he went, because I heard the German phrase, but it was mixed in with the Latin rite of exorcism and some other incantations that sounded like he’d gone off the standard Vatican script.

      A pillar of fire burst from the sinkhole, smelling of sulfur and burned plastic. Then a force sucked the fire back into the crater, and suddenly the clearing was silent.

      Father Leo had stopped chanting. Blair edged out from where she had taken cover behind my truck. I stared at the hole in the ground like I expected a balrog to rise from the depths, but not even a plume of smoke emerged.

      “Is that…it? It’s over?” I was covered in mud, my head throbbed, and I was bleeding and bruised, but I was alive, and so were my friends.

      “Yeah,” Father Leo replied, sounding a little shaky. “I think so.”

      Donny padded out of the forest, still holding the wooden staff. He brought it to me and dropped it at my feet, then sat down and wagged his tail, waiting for a treat. I pulled a dog biscuit out of my jacket pocket and tossed it to him. “Good boy.”

      When I looked out at the tree line, I glimpsed yellow eyes, watching me, and the silhouette of dozens of wolves. They’d helped to unnerve Hawthorn, and they’d shown up when we needed them, which counted as doing us a solid in my book. I gave them a snappy salute, and the wolves faded into the shadows.

      Blair went to stand beside Father Leo, who looked freaked out, and I ran to the truck to grab a sports drink and brought it to him. He gulped it down, then glanced at the gargoyle head still stuck on the barrel of his shotgun.

      I’d thrown the ring into the fire without a second thought, because it seemed the right thing to do. But now the fire was gone, and the idea of tossing the gargoyle’s head into the depths along with the ring felt wrong.

      “We’ll deal with it,” Father Leo said with a wan smile, like it was taking everything he had to stay standing.

      That’s when I realized that Linda and five other women had emerged from wherever they’d been hiding.

      “Thank you,” I said. Linda’s hair was mussed, but otherwise, she and her coven sisters looked unscathed.

      “It’s was a tad cliché, but we worked with what we had,” she said with a shrug. “Thank you for doing what we couldn’t.”

      “You’re welcome. And, for the record, I thought we worked pretty well together. Truce?” I held out my hand.

      She hesitated and then shook it. “Truce.”

      I figured it didn’t hurt to have the coven on our side. They might come in handy again someday.

      In the distance, I heard sirens. Someone must have noticed the fireball. “Time to go,” I said, getting under Father Leo’s arm so I could support him on the way back to the truck. Blair followed closely on his other side, but he made it back on his own two feet. Donny, still in his wolf form, was right behind her. I steadied Leo as he climbed into the cab while Blair stuffed the gargoyle head into my lead box, and then she and Donny crawled into the back seat.

      “Here,” I said, digging a protein bar out of the glove compartment. “There’s a bottle of water in the bag in the backseat.” Blair reached over Donny’s furry head and handed it up to Leo as I drove out just a bit slower than we roared in, not wanting to attract attention. We had already gotten to the paved road and were out of sight before the sirens grew closer.

      “Well, that didn’t go the way I’d pictured it, but whatever works, right?” I said. I wanted a shower and a stiff drink, and then a nice quiet evening with my dog. There’s no place like home.
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      “Much as it hurts to admit it, you were right,” I told Smith and Jones when they showed up the next day at the rectory and called a little come-to-Jesus meeting. “The monster attacks weren’t random, and there was an outside agent. This time.”

      I was willing to give them credit for the heads up, but that didn’t mean I thought every cryptid from here on out was part of some secret, subversive plot.

      “You ignored protocol,” Jones, the CIA guy, ranted. “You didn’t call. We have teams for this kind of thing.”

      “We handled it,” I replied, refusing to let him get under my skin. I was pretty damn proud of what we’d managed to do. And since tipping off Cheech and Chong would have required ratting out Phoebe and her friends, the pack, and the coven, I wasn’t going to second-guess our decision.

      “Actions have consequences,” Jones said, sounding like every sunglasses-wearing dark-suited government asshole in every movie ever made.

      “Bruce and Dick here have a problem with how we did our job,” I said to Father Leo.

      “There are rules,” Jones growled.

      Father Leo raised his head and looked at Smith, the Occulatum agent. He said something in Latin that sounded remarkably uncharitable, followed by a dressing down that I’m pretty sure included some old-school Roman profanity. Smith paled, then gave a sharp nod.

      “We’re grateful for your help,” Smith said in a flat tone that told me he was lying but intimidated. I could work with that. Jones opened his mouth, and Smith gave him a look that could curdle milk, so his partner shut his yap without saying anything else.

      “Now that we are aware there may be…complicating factors, we’ll be sure to keep the bigger picture in mind,” Father Leo said in an icy tone that told me the Padre was well and truly pissed. “We’ll keep you posted. And, I expect that we’ll learn of any new intelligence that might affect our territory in a timely fashion?”

      It really wasn’t a question, and they knew it. Jones remained stone-faced, but Smith nodded.

      “Yes. Of course. And I’ll put your report through as soon as it’s received.” Smith steered his partner out of the rectory foyer and back to their big, black SUV with the heavily tinted windows that pretty much screamed “secret government operation.” We watched them drive away, and both of us let out our breaths when they finally vanished from sight.

      “You think there are more ‘outside actors’ stirring up monster problems?” I asked.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Probably so,” I allowed. “But not tonight.” I elbowed him and grinned. “It’s poker night, or did you forget? Let’s play some cards, drink a little whiskey, and raise a little hell.”
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      The locations used in these stories are real places, all around the towns where we grew up. We’ve taken a few liberties here and there for the sake of the story, but anyone who’s familiar with the area will recognize landmarks. That’s part of the fun for us, taking the places that we know so well and putting a little different spin on them.

      Tamarack Lake is a beautiful spot for a summer picnic, and the trails in the Allegheny Forest out near Kane are wonderful for hiking. The old swim club also exists—it’s been abandoned for years, but Gail remembers going there as a kid. Fracking—shale gas mining—is also real, and it’s very controversial because of its unpleasant side effects.

      Wewelsburg existed, as did the Thule and their obsession with Vril. Sometimes real history is weirder than anything you can invent.

      And while Mark’s corner of Pennsylvania doesn’t have a big coal mining history, much of the rest of Western Pennsylvania is undermined by thousands of miles of tunnels that are so old, they are unmapped and their extent unknown. Mine subsidence insurance is common with home owner’s insurance in that area, protection for the times the ground suddenly opens up when an old mine tunnel collapses and takes your car, yard, or house with it. Yes, that happens on occasion. It goes with the territory. Welcome to our little corner of the world.

      If you’re intrigued by Travis Dominick and Simon Kincaide, they have their own series! Travis is a main character in the Night Vigil urban fantasy series about an ex-priest and a former FBI agent hunting demons near Pittsburgh, which begins with Sons of Darkness. Simon is a main character in Gail’s Badlands series about a psychic medium who teams up with a homicide detective to fight supernatural killers. Badlands is urban fantasy MM paranormal romance, written under her Morgan Brice name. All of our urban fantasy series overlap, so Mark Wojcik has cameo appearances in our other books, too!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Authors

          

        

      

    

    
      Gail Z. Martin writes epic fantasy, urban fantasy, and steampunk for Solaris Books, Orbit Books, Falstaff Books, SOL Publishing, and Darkwind Press. Recent books include Vengeance, Assassin’s Honor, Tangled Web, Sons of Darkness, Convicts and Exiles, and The Dark Road. As Morgan Brice, she writes urban fantasy MM paranormal romance. New books include Witchbane, Burn, Dark Rivers, Badlands, Lucky Town, The Rising, and Treasure Trail.

      Larry N. Martin is the author of the new sci-fi adventure novel Salvage Rat, and the new portal fantasy series, The Splintered Crown, A Tankards and Heroes novel. He is the co-author (with Gail Z. Martin) of the Spells, Salt, and Steel: New Templar Knights series; the Steampunk series Iron & Blood; and a collection of short stories and novellas: The Storm & Fury Adventures set in the Iron & Blood universe. He is also the co-author (with Gail) of the Wasteland Marshals series and the Joe Mack - Shadow Council series from Falstaff Books.

      Find them online at www.GailZMartin.com, on Twitter @GailZMartin and @LNMartinAuthor, on Facebook.com/WinterKingdoms, at www.DisquietingVisions.com blog, on www.Pinterest.com/Gzmartin on Goodreads https://www.goodreads.com/GailZMartin and BookBub https://www.bookbub.com/profile/gail-z-martin. Gail is also the organizer of the #HoldOnToTheLight campaign www.HoldOnToTheLight.com Never miss out on the news and new releases—sign up for our newsletter: http://eepurl.com/dd5XLj

      Join our Shadow Alliance street team so you never miss a new release! Get all the scoop first + giveaways + fun stuff! Also where we get our beta readers and Launch Team! https://www.facebook.com/groups/435812789942761

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Falstaff Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to know what’s new

        And coming soon from

        Falstaff Books?

      

        

      
        Try This Free Ebook Sampler

      

      

      
        
        https://www.instafreebie.com/free/bsZnl

      

      

      
        
        Follow the link.

        Download the file.

        Transfer to your e-reader, phone, tablet, watch, computer, whatever.

        Enjoy.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Gail Z. Martin & Larry N. Martin

      Cover Design by Natania Barron

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is coincidental. Except that bit about that guy. That’s totally a thing.

    

  

cover.jpeg
GAILZ. MARTIN
LARRY N. MARTIN





images/00002.jpeg
Charlotte, NC

O

FALSTAFF

BOOKS
WWW.FALSTAFFBOOKS.COM





images/00001.jpeg
FALSTAFF





