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      The bloodsuckers were winning.

      Not vampires. Vamps I could handle. A nice sharp machete to the neck, and the head goes rolling fast as you can say, “Drac’s a dick.”

      Mosquitoes—now those suckers are evil incarnate.

      Since I found myself in the middle of the Geneva Swamp hunting for a marsh monster, mosquitoes went with the territory. And no matter how much “Fuck Off” I sprayed, they seemed to find the spots I missed. Slapping at them would just end up tossing me out of my canoe, so they sang their high-pitched squeal around my ears, and I tried not to fantasize about eliminating their species.

      Deep inside the Geneva Swamp, I found it hard to remember how close we were to civilization because the scrub plants and cattails blocked my view. If I listened carefully, I could hear the cars on the highway, but they were miles behind me as I paddled into the thick of the swamp.

      Geneva Marsh stretches for about twelve miles in the upper corner of Northwestern Pennsylvania, the biggest marsh in the state. Everyone around here calls it “Geneva Swamp,” regardless of its real name. No one knows for sure how deep it is. When the big bridges for I-79 were built, the pylons went down two hundred feet. Folks say they never hit bottom, just sank deep enough to be held up by the pressure of the muck around them. I’ve heard stories that construction equipment would vanish, sinking into the depths. People say that once, a whole train disappeared into the green waters.

      In other words, a marsh monster couldn’t ask for a better place to hide. And I was the sorry son of a bitch who had to go in after it.

      I’m Mark Wojcik, auto mechanic and monster hunter. I’ve got no illusions about being some kind of hero; I just do the dirty work so other people can sleep at night, peacefully believing that supernatural shit isn’t real. Like any public service, it’s a thankless job with lousy pay. Then again, no one gets into hunting for fun and profit. We lose people we love, and it’s all about vengeance. In my case, I lost my dad, brother, uncle, and cousin to a wendigo on a deer hunt up in the Big Woods. They died. I lived. Most days, I’m convinced they were the lucky ones.

      In other circumstances, I could have enjoyed the beauty of the marsh. Green and lush, far removed from the noise and bustle of people, it sheltered bald eagles, ducks, geese, and herons. Cattails grew thick around the shore, along with pickerelweed and loosestrife. Duckweed gave the water a green cast, and lily pads tangled up the boating channels. Old trees verged on the marsh, some split from a recent lightning storm. In the more solid parts of the wetland, deer and fox and God knows what else thrived. Big-ass frogs harrumphed from the shallows in a bass chorus with a thousand voices.

      And somewhere in the dark waters, hidden beneath the pretty plants, lay a killer.

      Folks around these parts know that swamps are dangerous places. That goes double for bottomless swamps. You get snake-bit out here or half-drown yourself, and you’d better be able to haul your ass back for help, or they’ll find your carcass when the vultures are done with it. Still, losing just one fisherman in a season would be cause for talk at the local watering hole. Losing three? That made people edgy and fueled rumors about snakeheads and the Creature from the Black Lagoon, and every other rubber-costume monster ever seen on the silver screen.

      Before the fishermen went missing, no one thought much about the bad catch this season in the swamp. Or how there seemed to be fewer ducks than before.

      My paddle dipped into the water, and the canoe tracked silently across the surface. Skimmer bugs tempted the bowfin and other fish that swam in the marsh’s depths. Ducks and geese honked from their hiding places in the reeds. The swamp smelled like wet mud and rotting vegetation, with a little wild garlic and sulfur thrown in for good measure. I picked up a whiff of decomposition and wondered if a dead fish had floated to the surface.

      Not with my luck. Up ahead, tangled in the spatterdocks, lay what was left of one of the missing fishermen. Just the bones remained, shreds of what might have been a flannel shirt and blue jeans clinging to the skeleton. I didn’t figure he’d gotten there by himself. First off, no boat was in sight, not even an overturned canoe. Second, as I got closer, I could see that many of the bones were cracked as if the corpse had been squeezed.

      Or digested and pooped out of a honkin’ big marsh monster.

      I didn’t have much to go on when it came to hunting the damn creature. The guy I met in a Conneaut Lake bar who claimed to have seen it gave me a description that sounded like he’d watched re-runs of that sand worm movie with Kevin Bacon once too often, mixed with a liberal dose of Jack Daniels. The guy at the bait store said he’d heard the thing looked like a giant salamander with big teeth. I reminded him that we were too far north for either gators or crocs. The best look I got was from a kid who flew a drone with a camera over the swamp at dusk and got a photo of something that looked like a cross between a squid and a pile of wet leaves.

      I watched the grainy footage from the action cam duct-taped to the drone and had to admit that no creature I’d ever seen moved like the thing in the video. On the muddy, not-quite-solid areas of the swamp, the creature schlumped along like a shabby octopus. In the water, it moved with frightening speed, and the shingle-like flaps that covered it blended in among the weeds and lily pads.

      Everyone was talking about the “Geneva Marsh Monster,” but no one knew what the damn thing was, let alone how to kill it.

      So here I was, loaded up with more weapons than Elmer Fudd in duck season, looking for a carnivorous cryptid in a bottomless swamp. What could possibly go wrong?

      Fuck-all, that’s what.

      I’d brought along a fish finder sonar that I’d borrowed from one of the guys at the auto repair shop I own—the job I do when I’m not hunting things that supposedly don’t exist. It took a bit of fiddling to figure it out. Then I practiced for a while on the big goldfish tank at the pet store before they made me leave. It would have been nice to bring out my friend Louie’s bass boat, but the swamp barely had enough clear water to let a canoe through.

      So here I sat, with the fish finder clipped to the front of the canoe, trying to sort out a monster from old logs and whatever swamp junk and critters were down below. Do I know how to have a good time or what?

      I like deer hunting, but I’ve never had the patience for fishing. Hunting just seems more active than floating around in a boat waiting for a fish to bite. Haven’t gone deer hunting since everything went to shit, but I used to enjoy it. Good excuse to go for a walk in the woods on a snowy day and come back to a warm cabin to drink beer with my buddies. The kind of stuff I hunt now definitely makes for an “active” evening, if by “active” you mean “running for your life.”

      Sitting here, getting sucked dry by mosquitoes and watching a screen that looked like a bad hand-held video game from the nineties got on my last nerve. I tried for serenity and contemplation, listening to nature sounds and watching the birds. A duck came in for a landing a few yards from the bow of my canoe and floated, nice and peaceful.

      Until a mat of “leaves” snapped up, something long and pink grabbed the duck, and it disappeared. Seconds later, nothing remained but ripples.

      I pulled out a harpoon gun and held it up to my shoulder, sighting onto the camouflaged monster. Then I pulled the trigger and watched the spear dig into the flap that had lifted to suck in the Mallard. Instead of parting the vegetation and disappearing into the water, the point dug into flesh. A strange, warbling shriek filled the air, and something dark and slimy pooled on the surface of the water.

      Then the damn thing took off like it had an Evinrude strapped to its ass. The harpoon had a long coil of rope threaded through a grommet on the front of the boat, and I grabbed the rope with my gloved left hand, holding on to the edge of the canoe with the other.

      I’ve never water skied in a canoe before. I don’t recommend it.

      Without the glove, the rope would have stripped the skin from my palm in seconds. As it was, the damn thing practically wrenched my arm from the socket, and I had to plant my feet wide to remain in the back of the canoe and stay level. My right hand had a death grip on the canoe, so I didn’t end up being pulled out and trying to ski in my Timberlands. I knew I couldn’t hold on much longer, but I was also sure I couldn’t paddle fast enough to keep up, and the little putt-putt engine on the back of the canoe wasn’t going to do the job.

      Worst of all, the harpoon just seemed to annoy the creature. It left a trail of black blood like an oil slick, so I’d hit it but hadn’t done enough damage to slow it down.

      Just as I reached for a new weapon, the slimy son of a bitch changed directions, dragging the canoe across the tops of the duckweed and water lilies, and jolting my ass so hard on the seat I was going to be bruised for a week. I’d have a hell of a time paddling out of the tangle of weeds.

      The fish finder on the bow lost its little electronic mind as we zoomed over plants and swished by lots of things beneath the water that might or might not have had fins. I didn’t have time to find out. My balls were taking a beating against the hard metal seat, and if I hadn’t been pissed off before, that surely didn’t improve my mood.

      A large bird flew over, big enough to cast a shadow like a WWII bomber. It might have been a curious bald eagle, but with my luck, it was a vulture claiming first place in line for the pickings. I’d have flipped it off if I could have spared a hand.

      A flock of frightened birds took wing, flapping away from the disturbance. I had a choice of having my arm pulled off or losing the thing in the weeds. Bad enough to be chasing a monster that looked like a combination octopus/trap spider, but at the speed it was towing me through the vegetation, the canoe kept smacking into the surface and soaking me with greenish goo. It looked like a soaking wet trash heap with eyes, and I decided to call it Marjory.

      Then the creature turned back and headed straight for me.

      I already knew Marjory was a man-eater, and I had no desire to follow the duck into its gullet. I let go of the rope and scrambled for a new weapon as it bore down on me.

      Marjory rose higher in the water, and I could see thick tentacles beneath its bulbous body. The top of the creature had greenish-brown overlapping skin flaps that made it look leafy. Under the surface, the skin looked smooth. I didn’t want to get close enough to find out.

      Then the monster flipped up the top of its “head” and exposed a wide opening that looked more like a sphincter than a mouth; I got a lot more invested in fighting fate and telling destiny to go screw itself.

      Damned if my bones were going to add fiber to Marjory’s diet.

      I grabbed for another weapon, my trusty grenade launcher pistol. In case the harpoon didn’t work, I’d fitted the shell with an explosive charge and a sharp steel barb. I faced down that asshole and fired.

      The barb hit the back of its…throat…and stuck. Marjory shuddered, her lid flopped back down, and she dove.

      Shit. I saw Marjory in all her tentacled glory sinking faster than a politician’s poll numbers, going straight down.

      What went down was likely to come back up, explosively fast.

      The paddles caught in the weeds when I tried to move the canoe away from the blast zone. Damned if I could remember how long the timer was on that charge, but it wasn’t near long enough for me to skedaddle.

      I’d come prepared for disaster this time, since it seems to follow me. I tethered the weapons bag to the canoe and kept it closed except for a Velcro flap I could use to grab stuff quick. If we flipped, my guns and knives stood a chance of not ending up in the depths. Much as I hated life vests, I wore one, cursing when it got in my way.

      I resisted the urge to put my head between my knees and kiss my ass goodbye. Instead, I grabbed the other glove and reached down on both sides of the canoe, grabbing a fistful of spatterdocks in each hand and hung on for dear life.

      A muffled boom sent the rest of the birds into the air, and my own personal tsunami lifted up the canoe as a rush of bubbles created a lump beneath the surface like a zit about to explode. A geyser of foul greenish water fountained up into the air, raining down on me and nearly swamping the canoe. I held on to the lily pads, white-knuckled, hoping they proved their reputation for hella long roots. I might end up with two dislocated shoulders instead of one, but damned if I was going to drown in a place that looked like a giant kale smoothie.

      Dead fish started bobbing to the surface, killed by the concussion below. Columns of bubbles streamed from deep in the swamp, and it was like a herd of cows farting in unison. The air stank of rotten eggs and decaying muck.

      Something big and solid blasted out of the water, tentacles thrashing, as Marjory rode the crest of the explosion. I might have overdone the charge since the top of her “head” was gone and bits of charred and still-burning monster flesh came raining down. It tore the spatterdocks out of my hands and hurled the canoe backward, rocking so hard I threw myself down to steady it and keep from capsizing.

      I heard a hiss and a crackle, and the water caught on fire, a flaming streak that seared across the duckweed and flambéed the dead fish. I’d forgotten that swamp gas is flammable as fuck. The flames rose half a foot into the air and blossomed out from the center, flashing all around my canoe, and I wondered if my life insurance would consider spontaneous combustion to be an act of God.

      The metal skin of the canoe warmed, but before I could react, the flames vanished as quickly as they had come. I sighed in relief and thanked my lucky stars, God, and every ancestor that went before me.

      A sodden, ichor-spattered mass of charred tentacles landed with a wet thump in the bow of the canoe as Marjory crashed down to Earth. One slippery tentacle slapped my face harder than a roadhouse hussy, while another landed a solid hit to my beleaguered balls. The canoe flailed back and forth, and between the smell and the bits of creature-goop that now covered me, I thought I might be boat sick.

      Nature recovers quickly. I still sat in shock with a lap full of monster guts amid blackened lily pads as the swamp came back to life. If the ducks noticed the carnage, they didn’t show it as they flapped to a landing. A hawk circled, probably sizing up a free meal. Fish bobbed to the surface to grab monster gobbets and pulled their treats into the depths. The cow-fart smell was gone, replaced by something akin to the scent of burned spinach. And I still had what was left of Marjory sprawled in my lap like a drunk date.

      Time to break up. I prodded the pale, flaccid meat sack that was left of Marjory with my paddle, flopping the blast-amputated tentacles and the black-streaked bulbous body into the water with an unceremonious plop. Fish churned the water, scrambling for the good bits, and I gave up, heaving my guts over the other side. Surprisingly, the upchuck was an improvement on the rotten egg and cow-fart taste it replaced.

      The fish finder beeped, proudly telling me it found something in the water. “You’re a day late and a dollar short, fucker,” I muttered, turning it off.

      It took me until almost dark to push-pull-paddle my way out, since the exploding swamp creature had sent the canoe into a tangle of weeds. By the time I hauled the boat and my gear bag out of the water, night had fallen, and one sketchy overhead light struggled to illuminate the gravel lot where I’d parked my truck. The bulb kept fritzing, and on TV, that would be the signal for demons or ghosts to ambush me.

      With the mood I was in, I pitied the fool that crossed my path, corporeal or not.

      The pullover sat just off the exit, across the street from a gas station and a concrete pad that had once been a shady bar. Two young men sat on the tailgate of a battered white pickup, and I couldn’t tell whether they were having a beer or smoking weed. They paused to watch me, and I imagine my monster-splattered appearance looked like I’d been slaughtering innocents in the depths of the marsh.

      My glare preempted anything they might have said, and whether they were high or drunk, they had enough self-preservation instinct not to piss off the guy covered in blood. I loaded the canoe and grabbed the tarp I kept to cover the driver’s seat, since this kind of thing happened far too often. Still grumbling to myself, I started the truck and peeled out of the lot, taking perverse pride in being enough of a dick to spray gravel in the direction of the potheads.

      The drive from Geneva to Atlantic was quiet, and I cranked up the radio, letting the Classic Vinyl channel occupy my thoughts. When I got back to my place, I hosed off the canoe, then washed out the back of my truck. If the water hadn’t been so damn cold, I would have turned the nozzle on myself as well, but I’d built a little shower off the back to keep me from tracking blood and guts into the house. I might live alone, but I still have standards.

      I left my boots on the porch after a quick rinse and peeled off my sodden but charnel-free clothing on the tile just inside the door. Demon met me at the door—my big, overly friendly Doberman who was way too interested in all the new smells in the gunk stuck to my body. I ruffled his ears, gave him a treat, and headed for the bathroom. A quick sprint got me into a hot shower, and I scrubbed down with Irish Spring until I couldn’t smell the stink anymore.

      All things considered, I’d made it back without injury, which was more than I could usually say. I ganked the ghoulie, didn’t lose my guns in the swamp, and my tetanus shots were up-to-date, so for once, I didn’t need the ER. I had my choice of a bottle of Jack or some cold beer in the fridge. Should have been a good night.

      Except for the date.

      Back when I was married, before Lara left me, I never could remember dates without setting my phone. Birthdays, anniversaries, and holidays just didn’t stick in my head.

      Then a damn wendigo wiped out four people I loved and sent my life into a tailspin. That’s what it took to make me remember. And today was that day.

      I sighed when I stopped by the photo over the mantle. We had taken it right before we suited up to go out. Five guys, grinning like fools, arms slung over each other’s shoulders in easy camaraderie. No clue what was about to hit them.

      Closing my eyes, I turned away. Fuck beer. Tonight belonged to JD.

      Building a fire made sense. The night turned cold, and I wouldn’t be getting any sleep. The remote clicked, and The History Channel came on TV, not that I planned to watch it, but it beat silence. Demon padded up and put his head on my lap as if he knew I needed a friend. I stroked his slick black fur absently, with my thoughts far away. After a moment, his ears pricked up, and he ran to the window, then barked.

      “Shut up, Demon,” I replied, wondering if he’d spotted a possum.

      Just as I debated which frozen entree to sacrifice to the fires of Moloch—aka my finicky oven—I heard a knock at the door.

      My cabin is down a dirt lane on the outskirts of Atlantic, which is to say, the middle of fucking nowhere. I don’t get door-to-door salespeople. Hell, I’m lucky the mailman delivers. So I did what any self-respecting person in my position would do.

      I pulled my Glock and edged along the wall to see who was on the porch.

      “Put the gun down, Mark. We know you’re there.”

      I turned on the porch light and saw Blair and Chiara Hamilton standing in front of my door with a hot pizza, a box of pastries, and a Cards Against Humanity deck.

      Blair’s ex-military, and though she’s about six inches shorter than me, I’d bet on her in a fight. For one thing, she’s not quite thirty, while I’m feeling every bit of thirty-five. Blair looks like she should be playing volleyball on some campus, with her dark hair back in a thick braid and that fresh-faced, no-pretense kind of tough pretty. Chiara only stood as tall as Blair’s shoulder, with long dark hair, brown eyes, and olive skin. They’d been married for a couple of years now, though they’d been together since high school.

      “We brought pizaaaaaaa,” Chiara coaxed, drawing out the word and waving her hand to waft the scent closer.

      “C’mon with the door already,” Blair said. “If I had nuts, they’d be frozen by now.”

      I opened the door and ushered them in, still a little flummoxed at the sudden company. “Don’t take this wrong, but why are you here?” I asked, although my eyes went straight to the pizza and the pastries. Chiara’s family owns an Italian bakery, and their stuff is to die for.

      Chiara looked at me as if I were a bit slow. “Because it’s that day, and friends don’t let friends drink all the JD by themselves,” she added with a grin.

      Bless their little gizzards. For a moment, my throat closed up. Then Blair delivered a clap to my shoulder that reminded me that she’d never lost her Army-strong fitness level.

      “Can we eat the pizza before it congeals? I’m hungry,” Blair said. Demon acted like any self-respecting guard dog and surveilled the food.

      Chiara led the way to my kitchen table and pulled down plates and glasses. Blair set the pizza and pastries down, and I got the bottle of JD out of the cabinet, glad it was a new one. We helped ourselves to pizza, and Chiara poured the whiskey.

      Blair took a seat next to her wife, sitting just close enough that their knees touched under the table. “How’d the job in the swamp go?” Chiara asked.

      “It’s done. But I’ve lost my taste for sushi,” I replied, sliding two slices of pizza onto my plate and eyeing the pastries, which remained on the counter.

      “You hate sushi,” Blair countered.

      “I hate it more now. But yeah, I ganked Marjory and sent her sky high.”

      Chiara raised a perfectly-groomed eyebrow. “Marjory?”

      I shrugged. “No idea what the thing was, and that seemed like as good a name as any.”

      “It has to sound like fake Latin,” Blair argued. “Like in those old cartoons. You know, maybe like ‘Monsterus Marjorious.’”

      Clair rolled her eyes. “You watch too much TV.”

      Blair elbowed her. “Those are classics!”

      I filled them in on the hunt, and at one point, Blair nudged Chiara, who dug a five-dollar bill out of the pocket of her jeans. “What?” I asked.

      Chiara laughed. “Blair bet me that you couldn’t handle the swamp monster without explosives.”

      “And you bet against that? Have you met me?” I finished off my first piece of pizza.

      “Yep. I send you a monthly bill. Higher than usual this month. I had to special-order that harpoon,” Blair replied. Blair inherited Hamilton Hardware in downtown Conneaut Lake, a hometown institution for nearly a hundred years. Chiara runs the New Age/bookstore/coffee shop next door and runs a web development company out of their apartment over the store. In her spare time, Chiara runs Dark Web research for hunters like me, and Blair keeps an invitation-only back room to the hardware store stocked with our kind of hunting supplies.

      “That harpoon saved my bacon,” I replied. “But I’m gonna need a couple more spears for it. Marjory didn’t give them back.” I ran a hand over my chin and realized I hadn’t shaved. My beard came in reddish, even though my hair was straw-colored blond to go with light blue eyes. Mom always said I had the “map of Poland” on my face, which I took to mean I strongly resembled my relatives back in the “Old Country” that my immigrant grandfather talked about.

      “Yes, you’re scruffy,” Chiara confirmed, snickering. “Nerf-herder.”

      “You try herding nerfs and see how you like it,” I shot back. “Worse than cats.”

      She pushed a glass of Jack toward me. “Drink. Are you due in the garage tomorrow?”

      Wojcik Auto Body supplied most of my income, although Father Leo made sure the Occulatum, a secret branch of the Church that oversaw those who fought the supernatural, paid me a fair stipend. Of late, I’d been spending more time on monsters and less time on Mustangs. Pete Kennedy, my awesome shop manager, kept the place running while I was out saving the world. “Pete’s covering for me tomorrow,” I replied. “Like he does every year.”

      Blair and Chiara knew the story about the wendigo. They’d seen pictures of my dad, Uncle Christoph, my cousin Greg, and my brother Sean, and listened while I recounted our adventures until I was too wasted to talk anymore. Over the years, Blair had told me stories about missions gone bad during her stint in the Middle East, and how sometimes shit happened. Chiara told me food makes everything better, and she drank me under the table.

      I’d been the only one to survive the hunt that day, but that wasn’t really true. The guy who got carried out of the woods with half his blood gone wasn’t the same one who went in. I didn’t just lose my innocence about the kinds of creatures and things that stalked the shadows. I lost my sister-in-law, Amy, who couldn’t forgive me for surviving when her husband and only son didn’t. And two years later, I lost my wife Lara, who decided I’d had long enough to grieve and wasn’t getting on with life fast enough, so she moved on without me. Fucking wendigo.

      “Hey. Mark.” Chiara must have picked up on my thousand-yard stare. “It’s okay to miss them, but don’t forget, you’ve got people here now who care about you.”

      “Or, as they told me before we shipped out, ‘If you’re lucky, you’ll come back, but you won’t ever be the same,’” Blair added.

      I sighed and tossed off the whiskey. “I know. And…I feel like I should be past this. Sometimes I am. And then the date rolls around and—”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Chiara said. She put another piece of pizza on my plate, along with a couple of homemade pastries. “Eat.”

      They filled me in on what was going on with the hardware store and the bookstore, how the coven that met every week to “play Bunko” in the social room was doing, and the latest escapades of Chiara’s multitude of brothers and large extended family. Every time my glass emptied, it mysteriously filled without my intervention. By the time Blair pulled out the Cards Against Humanity deck, I was a warm, boneless lump on the couch and Demon lay snoring at my feet.

      “You still going to the dinner at the fire hall tomorrow night?” Blair asked.

      “Shit. I forgot. Yeah. Should be done with my hangover by then.”

      Chiara rolled her eyes. “Glad to see you schedule these things.”

      “Louie Marino’s looking for you,” Blair continued. “Says he might have a case for you.”

      I snorted. “He owes me a case of Iron City.”

      “Not that kind of case. Haunting or something.”

      I downed another shot of the whiskey. “One thing at a time. We’ll deal with his ghosts tomorrow. My ghosts tonight.”
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      My cabin is in between Adamsville and Atlantic, Pennsylvania, two towns that have maybe four hundred people between them. A tornado damn near wiped Adamsville off the map a while back, and it never rebounded. Nice people, hard times. We don’t have fancy coffee shops, and the nearest Walmart is in Conneaut Lake, but we do have a volunteer fire department, and its social hall is one of our community hubs.

      Back before that deer hunt changed everything, I used to volunteer. Then I fell apart, and after that, monster hunting took up all my spare time. So I quit the department, but I’m still friends with the crew. Hell, I went to high school with half of them. Knew the rest from when I used to go to church, before I left my faith and most of my blood in the snow on that cold December evening.

      The VFD put on a good monthly dinner. Most of the money went for upkeep on the trucks, but they always had another worthy local cause, like a school, library, or playground to support as well. The food was always good, and plenty of it, but most folks went because we knew we could get caught up on the local news and gossip.

      Pete closed up the shop a little early to meet me and get over to the fire department before the line got too long. The social hall isn’t fancy, just a cement block building with a coat of paint slapped on the walls and a tile floor, but it’s a popular spot for wedding receptions, baby showers, funeral meals, and graduation parties. It’s that or one of the church fellowship buildings, and the fire department lets you have beer.

      “Smells good,” Pete said as we walked in from the parking lot. Five o’clock, and the senior citizens had already beaten us to the line. A big plate of whatever was on the menu cost eight bucks, but seniors got it for six. That led to a septuagenarian stampede, and I knew better than to get in the way. Those old ladies had sharp elbows and heavy purses.

      “Petey Kennedy! Is that you?” Mrs. McCarthy turned around and laid a wrinkled hand on Pete’s arm. Pete’s a couple of inches taller than I am, so he comes in at about six foot six, and built like a linebacker. He’s only two years younger, but somehow, I managed to miss having Mrs. McCarthy in grade school—Pete wasn’t so lucky.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Pete answered, dropping his head like he’d been caught playing hooky. I doubt anyone outside of his extended family had called him “Petey” since he shot up to basketball player height.

      “You tell your mother that we missed her at the book club,” Mrs. McCarthy chided. “We only had three ladies show up, and that left us with too much punch to drink.”

      Chiara’s mother had gone to that book club for a while, and always came home tipsy, so I don’t know what was in the punch, but it went beyond ginger ale and sherbet.

      “I’ll pass that along,” Pete said, managing to blush. “She’s been busy, what with Katie’s wedding coming up and all.”

      Mrs. McCarthy shook her head. “You’ve all grown up way too fast! Where does the time go?” She patted my arm for good measure. “Good to see you too, Mark. I still miss your mother when the ladies play cards.”

      “I miss her, too.” Mom had passed on many years before that hunt, so at least she’d been spared having to deal with the loss.

      One of Mrs. McCarthy’s friends drew her attention off as the line moved up, and Pete and I were left to ourselves again.

      “Don’t say it, Wojcik,” he warned.

      I’d tease him about “Petey,” except that I’d had more than my share of “whoa-chick,” as people often mangled my name. It’s “voy-chick,” but by now, I answer to anything close.

      Tonight’s dinner was roast chicken, mashed potatoes, green beans, a small salad, fresh yeast rolls, and a sliver of pumpkin pie. The firefighters didn’t cook the meal—the auxiliary did that, made up of the wives, husbands, siblings, and friends of the crew—but they did show up to circulate and chew the fat. Pete and I took our plates over to an empty table and went to get some of their wicked-strong coffee, then sat down and waited for the rest of our gang to show.

      I spotted Blair and Chiara, along with a couple of Chiara’s brothers coming in the door. The place was starting to fill up. Children ran between the tables, babies cried, and the buzz of conversation rose to a dull roar. Before I’d gotten more than a few bites in, Louie Marino dropped into the chair beside me.

      “Hey, Mark, I need to talk to you.” Louie and I went to school together. He’s a cop out in Linesville, which is just up the road. Louie knows the score about what I do in my “other” job, and so does Pete. I come back battered and bruised too often to hide the monster hunting from Pete, and Louie and I often run into each other in the wee hours of the morning in odd places, so cluing him in cut down on how much I spent on bail.

      “Blair and Chiara told me you were looking for me.” I kept shoveling food. I’d beaten down my hangover to a dull roar, and my abused stomach finally decided it needed solid fuel.

      “You ever been to the fishing cabins on French Creek, around Cochranton?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Long time ago. Fishing’s not my thing, but I went with Sean and some of his buddies a couple of times. Somebody’s parents had a place. Small, but nice.” French Creek wound down from New York all the way to the Allegheny River. Along the way, it provided some mighty fine water for boating, kayaking, and fishing, and little two- or three-room cabins dotted the banks, places families returned every summer for generations. They weren’t fancy, built and maintained on a factory income, but they were a working man’s getaway.

      “So I’ve got a friend,” Louie said, leaning forward and resting his right arm on the table as he shifted his seat to face me. “Ronnie Danvers. You know him?” I shook my head. “Anyhow, he bought this place that had been on the market for a while, kinda run down, picked it up for a steal. He figured he’d make it his man cave, fix it up for poker nights, and get in some fishing time, too. Only no one told him it was haunted.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What makes him think it’s haunted?” There’s plenty of scary shit out there, lurking in the shadows, but none of it works like in the TV shows. I can’t count how many times I’ve gone in to investigate reports of ghosts, only to find it’s actually squirrels in the ductwork, raccoons in the crawl space, or birds in the chimney.

      “He saw Eli Wickers sitting on the dock, fishing.”

      I gave him a questioning look, prompting him to continue.

      “Eli died of a heart attack last fall.”

      “Okay, that’s a little strange. He’s sure it was Eli?”

      Louie nodded. “Yeah, except Ronnie says Eli looked solid—and really dead. Smelled bad, too.”

      “How sure are you that Eli actually died?”

      “I went to his funeral.”

      “And he’s back?” I asked.

      Louie shrugged. “According to Ronnie. And before you ask, he’s clean. He wasn’t smoking anything that made him see dead people.”

      Pete snickered. I rolled my eyes. That line quit being funny a long time ago.

      “All right. I’ll look into it.”

      Louie slid a key across the table, and I pocketed it. “Thanks. If it were anyone but Ronnie, I’d think they were pulling my leg, but he’s pretty freaked about it.”

      “You think someone is playing a gag on him? Prank wars?”

      “If I didn’t know what kind of stuff you run into, I’d say yes. That’s the easier explanation. But Ronnie says there’s no one who would be pranking him, and he just bought the place after it stood empty for a while. He wants to get in and clean it up. Right now, it’s still the way Eli left it, and Ronnie says it’s a mess.”

      “Still got Eli’s stuff in it? That might be part of the problem right there,” I mused. “Ghosts don’t like to let go of things. I’ll go over tomorrow,” I added, stealing a glance at Pete, who nodded with a mouthful of chicken. “See if we can’t evict the ghost so he can get the place in shape for spring.”

      “Thanks,” Louie said and clapped me on the shoulder as he stood. “You still planning on helping with the Bingo game at Father Leo’s on Saturday?”

      I nodded. “Count me in as one of the bouncers. Last time, I had to break up a fight between two old ladies in their eighties because someone took someone else’s lucky chair. Had to get a tetanus shot after one of them sank her fake choppers into my arm.”

      Pete snickered, and I smacked him backhanded across the chest. “Yeah, go ahead and laugh, but they’re vicious, especially when it’s double-or-nothing.”

      “I’ll ask Father Leo for combat pay,” Louie said with a laugh.

      “Let me know how that works out.”

      Pete waited until Louie was gone. “You think it’s really a ghost?”

      I shrugged. “Could be, especially if the cabin was Eli’s happy place and he didn’t want to leave. If his stuff is there, something’s probably anchoring him, so I’ll find it, give it a salt and burn, and heave-ho the ghost.” I made it sound easy. It rarely was.
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      The day got away from me, and by the time I headed for Ronnie’s cabin, the sun already hung low in the sky. I had a couple of hours until dark, but given how late it was in the year, night fell early. I definitely wanted to have Eli out of commission before the sun went down.

      Calling the place a “cabin” begged discussion. My house is a cabin, log walls and all, but it’s a three bedroom with a full kitchen and basement, plus a loft. Ronnie’s place was World War II vintage clapboard with a small porch, faded gray paint, and a roof that desperately needed new shingles. The place was the size of two small hotel rooms stuck together, with a minimal galley kitchen thrown in as an extra. It would have been tight for more than one person as a permanent residence, clearly designed for weekend or seasonal use. Out back, a garden shed that had seen better days looked like a stiff wind would knock it over.

      Still, I guess I could see the charm, if I squinted. The gray boards of the dock were weathered and warped, but it looked solid. Although trees surrounded the cabin, giving it a secluded feel, the nearest cabin was close enough that I probably could throw a baseball and hit the side of it, if the ball could get through the branches. Town was less than two miles away, so supplies were easy to get. And the overhead wires and meter on the back of the building told me it had the hookups needed for modern life.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside, glad that the lights turned on when I flicked the switch. While the outside needed a coat of paint, a new roof, and some patches to the porch, the inside looked like what I’d expect from the bolt-hole of a crotchety old man. A brown film darkened the walls, and the stench of old cigarette smoke still hung in the air. I sniffed again and reminded myself to warn Ronnie about mold, and maybe a dead opossum somewhere.

      The worn and stained furniture sagged, cushions flattened and upholstery threadbare. A faded throw rug showed a clear path where Eli most often walked. Fishing and hunting magazines covered every surface. A boxy TV with rabbit-ears sat on a table opposite the couch.

      Taxidermied trophies of deer heads, prize antlers, and one or two big bass covered the walls. Little dangling oddments hung from some of the antlers, like a rustic substitute for a Christmas tree. Dreamcatchers, crystals, a saint’s medallion, and a couple of other ornaments that looked handmade. They might have been decorations, or maybe lucky charms for good fishing. Sportsmen can be just as superstitious as athletes, especially when it came to beseeching the heavens for a good catch.

      One glance into the kitchen and the tiny bedroom told me Eli had been living here full time before he kicked the bucket. Canned goods of questionable age lined a shelf on the wall, and a vintage refrigerator hummed in the corner, which I wasn’t about to open. A back door squeezed in between the counter and the fridge. The bedroom held a twin bed, a rickety nightstand, and a small dresser. The bed was unmade, and a few articles of clothing lay on the floor. Apparently, Eli had run out of fucks to give.

      Now I wished I’d have asked Louie where old Eli died. That might explain the haunting, although I was a little worried about Ronnie’s claim that Eli looked solid. That usually meant a ghost powerful enough to cause trouble on the poltergeist level. Glancing around at the mess, I wondered what might hold enough emotional connection to keep Eli around.

      A faded photograph in a frame with cracked glass sat on the nightstand next to the bed. From the clothing, I figured it was early 1970s. The couple smiling for the picture might have been in their mid-thirties, without a care in the world. I wondered what happened to her, whether she died or left, and how Eli ended up here. A look inside the nightstand drawer turned up nothing significant, and the dresser was mostly empty, with only a few changes of clothing. The bathroom was hardly bigger than an airplane restroom, too bare-bones to hide any secrets.

      I walked into the living room as the shadows lengthened and looked out the window toward the creek to glimpse the sunset. An old man sat on the dock with a fishing pole in his hands.

      Eli.

      I’d brought my bag of gear in with me, and I grabbed an iron knife and the Parmesan cheese shaker I’d filled with salt because the larger openings in the lid let me spray more of Morton’s finest faster. Then I headed out the door toward the wooden dock and my chance to lay this ghost to rest.

      The smell hit me as soon as I cleared the front steps. I’d scraped a roadkill deer off the highway in front of my parents’ house one summer, shoveling the bloated, maggot-ridden body into the woods on the other side of the asphalt. I’d thrown up afterward and couldn’t get the smell out of my nose until I put menthol chest rub into both nostrils. This was worse.

      “Eli?” I called out. I agreed with Ronnie—whoever sat on the old dock certainly looked solid. I could see a shock of straggly gray hair and a threadbare flannel shirt over stained work pants. His thin frame hunched forward, both hands on the fishing pole. Then he turned toward me, and I realized he only had half a face.

      “Fuck, fuckety fuck fuck,” I muttered, back-peddling quickly as zombie-Eli rose from the dock and threw his rod to one side. From the leer on the half of his mouth that still had skin, I guessed he thought I looked like a tastier catch than the pike in the creek.

      Just like me to bring a salt-shaker to a zombie fight.

      I didn’t stick around to find out whether Eli was a shambler or a sprinter. I turned and ran, slamming the cabin door behind me.

      “Fuck,” I muttered for good measure and went to my gear bag. I threw the salt and short iron knife into the duffle, pulled out a steel machete, then looked for my Glock.

      Machetes will take a head off real clean, but nothing beats a hollow-point bullet for once and done.

      Before I could grab the gun, Eli plowed through the front window and knocked over the couch, trapping my gear bag—and gun—beneath it. I scrambled back, and Eli came over the couch like a cat, a decomposing cat with half its skin missing, eying me like I was the last can of tuna left in the world.

      I swung the machete two-handed, aiming for Eli’s neck, but he dodged and took the blow on his shoulder. It should have hacked his rotting arm clean off, but instead, the blade just stuck in the bone. I wrenched it free and ran for the kitchen and the back door. If I could get Eli to chase me, I could circle around, climb in the broken window, and get my gun.

      All I could picture were the cartoon chases where the Scooby gang ran in and out of all the doors on a hallway chasing the guy in the mask. Only I was pretty damn sure Eli’s rotting face was no mask.

      I reached the back door, threw the bolt, and yanked it open, plunging down into the yard…and falling over nearly-invisible fishing line strung in an intricate web, a trip-wire trap. Either undead-Eli was smarter than the average shambler, or the old guy had been hella paranoid. I’d never know, and if I couldn’t get free of my spider-wire tangle, it wouldn’t matter, because I’d be zombie chow.

      Eli reached the top of the steps as I began slashing around myself with the machete, slicing through the thin, strong lines that had me tied up like Gulliver. Eli sprang at me from the steps as I broke the last of the filament tethers, and I rolled to one side, letting him face plant with a squishy splat. He grabbed my ankle with a bony hand as I tried to get to my feet, and I slashed at his wrist. This time, my blade hit true, and I severed it at the joint, with the skeletal fingers still gripped tight around my leg.

      I ran for the front of the house to get my gun, managing to get over the sill without impaling myself on any of the glass shards. My tumble over the couch wasn’t nearly as fluid as Eli’s, which says something when I can’t move as well as a fucking zombie. Eli wasn’t far behind me, and in a few seconds, he’d be through that window, and I’d be in big trouble. I kicked the couch to right it, and then grabbed my gear bag, dragging it back, away from the window to buy myself precious seconds. My hand closed on the grip, just as Eli pushed off from the window sill and launched himself at me like an undead zombie frog.

      The Glock boomed in the small cabin and the bullet managed to hit Eli in the other shoulder, not the head.

      Fuck. I had that shot. Just like I’d swung for his neck before. No one could be that lucky.

      Lucky.

      Shit.

      I’d backed up under the antlers festooned with dreamcatchers and crystals. What if one of these damned things actually sort-of worked?

      I grabbed the handful of trinkets down from the antlers, and Eli came to a sudden stop. He stared at me, his dead-fish gaze following the sway of the pendants that swung from their tethers. Seemed like confirmation of my theory, and I eyed the charms, trying to figure out which one might be the real thing.

      So that left me with a zombie two steps in front of me, a machete in one hand, and the charms in the other, so how the hell was I supposed to burn the damn things? The long-unused fireplace behind me would be the perfect spot. I could salt and burn the charms without setting Ronnie’s cabin on fire. But the minute I took my eyes off dead Eli, he’d have his zombie chompers on my neck. I had no desire to find out whether his kind of undead was contagious.

      Our standoff couldn’t last forever. So I did the only logical thing.

      I attacked.

      Eli’s rotting brains hadn’t expected me to go Rambo on his ass. I gave a full-throated battle cry and lunged forward, slamming the machete through Eli’s chest and out the other side, taking him down to the floor with enough force to stick the tip of the knife deep into the boards.

      I scrambled backward, covered with slime and goo, as Eli flailed like a gigged frog. The charms clinked in the fireplace when I hurled them, and after another couple of seconds, I’d retrieved the lighter fluid and salt from my bag. Eli flopped and wriggled, and he’d tear the hilt of the machete right through his ribs if I didn’t hurry.

      A douse of lighter fluid and a spray of salt, and then I flicked my Bic and threw the disposable lighter into the fireplace. The charms went up in a Butane flare, and a heartbeat later, so did what remained of Eli, crumbling into a pile of ashes around my soot-streaked knife.

      Relief coursed through me, and I stumbled, catching myself on the mantle before I fell. The cabin looked like it had been hit by…a rampaging zombie. I pulled my machete free and reached for my phone. Ronnie was going to need to do something about that window.
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      “What makes you think this is my kind of job?” I asked when Louie caught me outside the body shop just as I was closing up.

      “Because three kids are missing from a bus shelter, and the only thing we’ve got is a footprint in the mud that looks like Bigfoot,” Louie replied. “We’re running down everything we can through regular channels, but if this isn’t a…normal…perp, then we’re going to hit a wall. And if those kids might still be alive, we can’t afford to waste time.”

      I pulled off my ball cap and wiped my sleeve over my forehead before I dug my key out of my pocket, opened the door, and motioned Louie toward my office.

      The place smelled of grease and motor oil, with an undertone of burnt coffee. My desk, as usual, sat piled high with papers. Pete took care of everything he could, but when it came to official stuff, the buck stopped with me. I groaned inwardly, looking at a solid morning’s worth of administrivia I’d need to sort through, and then pushed it aside and turned my attention back to Louie.

      “A big footprint? That’s all you’ve got?”

      Louie shrugged. “Three middle-schoolers vanished. Their backpacks were still in the bus shelter. We found the footprint at the edge of the woods, but the rest of the ground was too hard to pick up anything else. Searched the forest all the way down to the quarry, but came up with nothing.”

      “Hart’s Quarry?”

      “Yeah. They closed it a couple of years ago and just reopened a section back a few weeks, but the new dig is on the other side, and we didn’t pick up anything near there.”

      I tried to remember what I knew about the quarry. When I was in high school, it was a favorite place to sneak off for some underage beer drinking. Been to more than a few parties in the quarry back in the day, until the cops got wise and started patrolling. Hart’s Quarry sat back in the woods between half a dozen farms. It had been working its way through a large hill, hauling away gravel, for decades. Just a big pit with some construction equipment. I couldn’t remember hearing about any gruesome deaths, which made it even less likely for the disappearances to have a supernatural cause.

      “I’ll check it out, but are you sure the kids didn’t just run away?”

      Louie gave me a look that said I was a dumbass. “And go where? Their parents saw them off at seven thirty in the morning. Mrs. McNamara waved at them at seven forty-five on her way to a doctor’s appointment. The bus driver says that when he pulled up at eight oh-one, no one was in the shelter, but he saw their bags, and that’s when he called the cops. They never showed up at school, and they haven’t come home. I don’t think they hailed a cab,” he added sarcastically. Out here in the middle of farm country, cabs were a rarity, something we were more likely to see on TV than in real life.

      “Okay,” I agreed, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’ll go take a look, but if I find anything, I’m betting it’ll toss the ball back in your court.”

      Louie let out a long breath. “Frankly, if you just turned up a lead, I’d be happy. Right now, we’ve got three missing kids and no leads. Except one.”

      I looked up. “Yeah?”

      “Carl Kinney lives at one of the farms that is assigned to that bus stop. He’s in the same school as the missing kids, but he quit taking the bus last week. Said it was ‘creepy.’”

      “Huh.” I slid a hand over my jaw and realized I needed a shave. “I know where the Kinney farm is. Think his folks would let him talk to me?”

      “I’ll call them. His cousin Jake is one of the ones who vanished. Pretty sure they’ll do whatever they can to help.”

      Well, fuck. I hadn’t planned to spend the next couple of days on a hunt, but I couldn’t walk away from a case like this, not if I might be able to help. I still thought Louie was grasping at straws, but if he was desperate enough to risk the raised eyebrows of getting the local “ghost chaser” involved, the least I could do was sniff around.

      I headed out to the Kinney farm an hour later, after I’d had a chance to shower, change clothes, and wolf down a sandwich. I tried to time my arrival to miss dinner and sighed when I got there and found the family still at the table. Mrs. Kinney hurried over to let me in. She was a comfortably plump woman with a short blond bob and a firm set to her jaw. I guessed that she was five or six years older than I was and pushed my mind away from dwelling on the fact that other people my age had families and tween children. I had a dog and a reputation as a crazy monster hunter.

      “Mr. Wojcik. Come in. Officer Marino said to expect you. Have you eaten?”

      “Thank you, but yes. Sorry to interrupt—”

      “No interruption,” she said firmly. “Coffee?”

      I smiled, giving in gracefully, since I didn’t think she’d stop until she’d supplied me with some kind of hospitality. “Please. Black with sugar.” She hurried away, then returned with a generously-sized mug and motioned me toward the living room.

      “Please, sit down. I’ll get Carl.”

      She didn’t return, but a young man who looked about fourteen shuffled in. Carl Kinney was all awkwardly long limbs, and he hadn’t grown into his hands or feet. By the size of his sneakers, I figured he was due for a growth spurt that might put him on the basketball team.

      Carl sat down opposite me but still didn’t look up. Lank dark hair fell into his eyes, and even in the soft lighting of the side table lamp, I could see a sprinkling of acne. “I told the cops everything I know,” he said quietly.

      “I’m sorry to make you repeat,” I said as gently as I could. I remembered being his age and how much it sucked, no longer a kid and not quite an adult. “But I look at things a little differently, and maybe I’ll pick something up the cops didn’t.”

      Carl looked at me then, and his pale blue eyes were troubled. “You’ll just make fun of me, like everyone else.”

      “I promise that won’t happen. Louie—Officer Marino—said something about you not wanting to wait at the bus shelter?”

      Carl nodded and dropped his gaze again. “I didn’t mind all of last year, or before that. We’ve always waited at that shelter. But lately, it just felt…strange. Like somebody was watching us. I tried to tell the others, but they just laughed it off, said I’d been watching too many horror movies. And then a couple times, I swear I saw something in the woods. But nobody else did, and they wouldn’t believe me. That’s when I asked Mom to drive me to school.” He sagged against the couch cushions, braced for mockery.

      “What did you see in the woods?” I asked. His head came up fast, searching my expression to see if I was pulling his leg. He must have found what he needed because he finally relaxed.

      “I’m not sure,” Carl said carefully. “It’s not real sunny out at that time of day, you know? But it didn’t move like a deer, and it looked bigger than a person. I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was watching us.”

      “Did you ever go looking for it?”

      Carl’s eyes widened. “Hell—I mean heck—no. If it wasn’t real, I didn’t want the others to tease me about taking them on a wild goose chase. And if it was real, I didn’t want to catch it.”

      “When did you first see it? How long ago?”

      Carl was quiet, thinking for a moment. “About two weeks ago. When it didn’t go away, that’s when I asked Mom for a lift. The others wouldn’t listen to me. I should have argued more—”

      “Dude, you tried. It’s not on you if they wouldn’t listen. And we don’t know what happened yet, so maybe they’re all right. You’re sure they didn’t decide to go on some crazy road trip? Ditch school and run off to the big city?”

      He snorted. “Where? Pittsburgh?” Carl shook his head. “Nah. And they wouldn’t leave their stuff. Caitlin and Jay, they’d never go anywhere without their packs. Or their phones.”

      That, I could believe. “Anything else?”

      Carl frowned. “Just…those times I thought I saw something? There was a strange smell. Like really bad B.O. Only not quite like in the locker room. It stank, but…different.”

      “Did anyone else smell it?”

      Carl gave me a look like I was stupid. “You think I was going to ask? They’d blame me for ripping one.”

      I could tell he’d shared all he could. “All right,” I said, rising and setting my empty cup aside. “Thanks for talking to me. And Carl—stay away from the bus shelter. Something’s going on, and until we figure out what, you’re safer in a car, no matter what anyone says.”

      Carl nodded without looking up. I clapped a hand on his shoulder and saw myself out.
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      Winter in these parts can be brutal, and it’s damn cold early in the morning with the wind. Rural kids waiting for a bus could turn into icicles by the time their ride came, so little homemade plywood shelters sprang up to, at least, break the wind. They’re not much, just a roof and three walls, open on one side. In some cases, they’re hardly as big as a phone booth, while others have room for three or four people, huddled close. They dot the roadside, empty and a little forlorn. The challenge for their builders is to provide enough cover to protect kids from the winter wind and leave them open enough that they don’t become make-out rooms.

      I stood in front of the shelter where the kids vanished and slowly turned in a circle. The woods Carl mentioned began at the far side of narrow field that ran behind the little shack. I squinted against the cold breeze, straining to see beneath the treeline. In the mid-morning sun, the bare trees were a distant shadow. Even with the lone security light someone at a nearby farm had rigged up on the pole above the shelter, I questioned what Carl could have seen at oh-dark-thirty waiting for the bus.

      From the trampled dead grass, I knew the cops had been here. They were looking for a human monster, and as I’d told Louie, my money still rode on that bet. Still, I’d promised I’d look for other possibilities, so here I was, freezing my ass off in the December cold. I rummaged in my bag and pulled out my EMF meter, moving it slowly through the plywood shelter, watching to see if the needle ticked up with a hint of electromagnetic frequencies that might indicate ghost activity. Nothing. I looked for traces of sulfur and came up empty.

      The ground was frozen hard today, but when the teens vanished, we’d had a warm spell for a day or so, enough to allow for a footprint in a wet spot. I found the print Louie mentioned and put my own size twelve boot next to the giant impression. By comparison, my boot looked almost petite. I bent down. Not only was the print huge, but it wasn’t quite right, even if an NBA all-star had decided to go barefoot in a Pennsylvania field in the middle of winter. Similar, but not quite human.

      I walked toward the treeline, trying to figure out how far apart prints might be if the creature was tall enough to warrant such big feet. Just near the edge of the woods, I found another partial print, one the cops must have missed. The trees overhead were bare, and the scrub on the ground was leafless as well, just sharp, grasping twigs. I moved forward slowly and picked several long, straggly gray-black strands from one of the bushes. Another step brought me to some more hair, nothing that matched any animal I could think of in the Pennsylvania woods.

      A few more feet in not only found another partial footprint but a tangle of blond hair that I bet matched one of the missing kids. Then a couple of threads that might have been part of a scarf. I looked up and found myself at the edge of the Hart Quarry.

      A fence around the perimeter had been twisted and broken open. Odd, because the chain link didn’t look snipped, it looked like it had been torn apart with bare hands. The bare dirt sloped steeply to the floor of the quarry. This section hadn’t been worked in long enough that grass struggled to grow roots to start reclaiming the land. But right through the middle, the rocky ground had been disturbed, showing long, dragging strides.

      I pulled out the binoculars from my pack and scanned the ragged ridges left by the backhoes and power shovels when they scored the ground for gravel. Plenty of crags and shallow caves could give cover to anything, from coyotes to…Bigfoot. Whatever took the kids could be down there, and there were too damn many hiding places. I needed backup, especially if I was right about what our teen-snatching cryptid might be.
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      “I think it’s a troll.”

      Blair and Chiara looked at me like I had two heads. “Teenagers are missing, not billy goats on a bridge,” Chiara replied.

      “It fits. Trolls like caves and rocky places. They smell bad. They take captives and keep them for a while before eating them. And the coarse hair caught on the bushes, along with the big prints—”

      “The quarry’s been around for a long time,” Blair protested. “Wouldn’t someone have noticed a troll? They’re kinda big.”

      I shrugged. “No idea where it came from. The more we build out into the wild places, the more creatures get grouchy and decide to go walkabout. Maybe it crawled out of an old coal mine and wandered here looking for food.”

      “Trolls can sleep for decades,” Chiara said, looking up from her computer, where I was certain she had already cross-referenced and researched our cryptid. “So it might have gotten displaced from somewhere else, or it might have been buried in another section of the quarry, and the new activity woke it up.”

      “How do we stop it?” Blair asked. “Short of stuffing a wand up its nose.”

      “Pretty sure that only works in the movies,” Chiara replied.

      “If we could draw it off and see if the kids are still alive, we might not have to kill the troll,” I mused. “That’s why I need backup. I can’t be the distraction and rescue the kids—if they’re still alive.”

      “What are you planning to do with the troll after you distract it?” Blair asked.

      “Nothing a little dynamite can’t handle,” I said with a grin.

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” Chiara muttered.

      “I thought if Blair and Louie went in with me and focused on the teens, I could take care of the troll.”

      Chiara and Blair shared a look. I remembered it from my married days. An entire conversation went on in those few shared seconds, one that included screaming, ranting, and a little begging, all unspoken. “I’m in,” Blair replied.

      Chiara put a hand on her forearm and squeezed, with a pointed glare that added a coda to their silent argument. I was pretty sure it boiled down to “don’t let Mark get you killed or I’ll haul your ass back from the afterlife and kill you myself.” And I suspected more than a few threats to my wellbeing were included just for good measure.

      “Good. The sooner we go after it, the more chance we’ve got that at least some of those kids are still alive. We’re losing the light today, but first thing in the morning, once the sun’s up, we can get in without having to navigate the woods in the dark,” I said. “I need some supplies.”

      “Gonna make a stop at Explosives R Us?” Chiara joked.

      “Nah. I’ve got dynamite. Father Leo and the Occulatum keep me supplied. I need to pick up lighter fluid and bacon,” I said, flashing my best cocky grin.
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      “This is really out there, even for you—and that’s saying something, Wojcik,” Blair muttered as I set up for project Whack-A-Troll. Louie snickered but wisely kept his thoughts to himself.

      “It’s perfect,” I countered. “Can you think of any universally appealing smell that carries better on the breeze than bacon?” I gestured toward the bank of charcoal briquettes I’d picked up at Walmart that glowed red as they worked up a good heat. Next to the open luau pit sat a case of bacon I wheedled out of a friend in the meat department at Giant Eagle.

      “Pretty sure bacon isn’t exactly universal,” Blair replied. “Plenty of people don’t eat it—”

      “Doesn’t mean the smell doesn’t drive them wild, or that they don’t have bacon-fueled dreams of forbidden crunchy pork goodness.”

      Blair cocked an eyebrow. “You’re a strange man, Wojcik. Even stranger than I previously believed. Now that I know how much bacon presses your buttons, I might have to bleach my brain.”

      This time Louie did snicker, and I glared at him. I would have smacked him, but he’s a cop. “Maybe it’s a guy thing,” I muttered.

      “You sure you have the rest of the stuff ready?” Louie asked.

      I nodded. While Louie and Blair covered me, I scoped out a shallow canyon in the quarry that appeared troll-free, but would do nicely for an impromptu, explosives-fueled landslide to send the creature back to sleep long enough to be someone else’s problem.

      “It’s rigged. And I’ve got plenty of bacon to lure him in,” I replied.

      “All right,” Blair replied, throwing her hands up. I’d be hearing about this later, but now we had a job to do. “Let’s go see if we can find where he’s stashed the kids, and then you can kick off Operation Squeal-Like-A-Pig.”

      “Paddle faster, I hear banjos,” I replied, punctuating my response with a gesture. Blair replied with an Italian hand signal she’d probably learned from Chiara.

      They headed toward the old section of the quarry, and I started ripping into the case of bacon. While I waited for Blair and Louie to finish their recon, I readied some of the ammunition I needed to send the troll in the right direction without making him chase me. Since the goal was to blow up the quarry around him and bury him beneath tons of dirt and gravel, it would be really good for me not to be there when it happened.

      Half an hour later, Blair and Louie came jogging back. “We found them,” Louie reported. He pointed off to the left. “There’s a narrow cleft back there, with some overhang, kind of a shallow cave. Blair spotted them. The troll—or whatever that thing is—looked like it was napping across the entrance. We saw at least three people behind it, but they weren’t moving so no telling whether they’re still alive.”

      Damn. “We need to bring them home, one way or the other,” I replied. “Get into position. I’m going to throw some bacon on the grill.”

      A case of bacon is a hell of a lot of smoked pork awesomeness. I flung those beautiful fatty strips onto the banked coals. A pit like I’d made probably could have roasted a whole pig, but we were fresh out of banana leaves, and I didn’t look good in a grass skirt.

      Even with long tongs, the heat nearly scorched my arms as I laid out the meat on the hot coals. The aroma of cooking bacon filled the air, and I knew I drooled a little bit. Blair and Louie waited out of sight, near the cleft in the hillside where the kids were stashed, opposite where I hoped to lead the troll to buy them time.

      If I’d have had an electric source, I would have brought fans to waft that powerfully salty-wonderful scent deeper into the quarry. There was enough bacon on the coal pit to make BLTs for all of Conneaut Lake, and have some left over. A troll might consider it a snack, but I just hoped he’d be hungry enough to come find those delicious smells.

      The ground shook with a heavy footstep, and I figured the troll woke up. If he wanted coffee with his bacon, I was screwed.

      Grabbing my bag of supplies, I made myself scarce, figuring it wouldn’t be good if the big guy saw me by the food. Trolls weren’t the sharpest tacks in the box, but even he might figure out a trap if he spotted me, since I had to reason to invite him for breakfast.

      Each footstep sent a slight tremor through the ground. Here and there along the scraped sides of the quarry, little rivulets of rocks began trickling down. The troll had stomped his way out of the part of the dig where he’d left the kids, his whole attention focused on the bacon.

      I finally got a good look at him. Carl was right: tall, muscular, vaguely human with feet and hands far too big for his body. But there, the resemblance ended. The troll’s skin looked greenish-gray, and his bald, misshapen head and ugly, squashed-in features didn’t resemble the big-nosed, funny-looking dolls I’d seen in gift shops. No friendly smile and mile-high shock of pink hair could turn this mofo cute. And when he opened his mouth, panting for the taste of the grilling meat, his sharp, filthy teeth suggested that his real preference ran more to long pig. He wore a ragged loincloth, for which I will be eternally grateful, and had a cow-horn that I guessed he used as some kind of trumpet on a strap around his neck.

      My hand itched for a gun, but I fought down the urge. Although I had my Glock and my hollow-point bullets—as well as a shotgun—nothing short of an elephant gun or a cannon was going to punch a hole in the troll’s thick hide. For that, I had dynamite and C4, but I had to get him into position. And I had to get myself out of his range, which meant scrabbling up to higher ground, on an outcropping that the gravel diggers had, for some reason, left behind. Now I stood above the bacon pit as if I were perched on my own rocky island. I could see Blair and Louie leading the kidnapped teens out the back way. And I had a clear shot at the troll.

      First though, he intended to eat every strip of bacon on those coals. Then I watched in fascinated horror as the long gray cow-like tongue proceeded to lick the hot coals clean of every trace of pork drippings. Holy fatback, that was a sight I wish I could un-see.

      When the troll was done choking down the bacon and sucking the briquettes clean, he looked around for more and gave a lonesome, anguished howl. I’d heard something like that when the all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet ran out of crab legs, but the troll managed to be even louder.

      Time to play fetch.

      “Hey, ugly!” I yelled. And I held up a tennis ball wrapped completely in bacon. I tossed it up in the air to waft the smell his way, and his dark little piggy eyes lit up. Then I threw it toward the canyon on the other side of the old section, where I had the explosives set. “Go get it!”

      The tennis ball landed in the direction of the cleft where I wanted him to go, and he lumbered toward it. I thought he might pick off the bacon, but no, he just popped the whole ball into his mouth like a bouncy appetizer and swallowed it whole. By that point, I had my wrist-brace slingshot out, and I used it to shoot another bacon ball into the mouth of the canyon.

      The troll followed, even as his heavy footsteps made the ground around me shake. I stepped back from the edge, not wanting to have it crumble beneath me. I shot more of the bacony lures to draw the troll farther into the deep, narrow “v” between excavated cliff sides, until he was far to the back, right where I wanted him.

      Out of pity, I shot the last of my bacon balls, because even a troll deserves a good last meal. Then I pressed the button, and the hilltop and cliff walls exploded.

      First, I fell flat on my ass as the whole quarry rumbled and the walls of the dig came tumbling down onto the troll, sending up a huge cloud of dust and dirt. I was just a little under an eighth of a mile from the target, within the range for my slingshot, but far enough away I thought I’d be safe from the blast.

      I underestimated. The next thing I knew, I was tumbling, caught in a landslide of gravel and dirt, coughing and choking. When the earth stopped moving, I was buried alive, with no idea which way was up.

      The waning oxygen limited my time for debate. I shifted, trying to figure out where there might be give around me. That wasn’t a guarantee, but I hoped I had ended up toward the top of the cascade. I dug with my hands and felt heavy resistance. Then I kicked backward with my feet and felt the dirt shift.

      Digging, wriggling, and kicking, I managed to turn over, only to get a face full of grit. I closed my eyes and clawed with my hands, as I felt myself begin to get lightheaded. Buried by an exploding troll and covered in bacon fat was not the way I wanted to meet my maker, but as my chest burned and I started to see sparks behind my eyelids, I feared I was running out of time.

      As my strength failed, I thought I heard scratching and felt the dirt shift around my legs. Then voices, and the pungent smell of bacon. Either I was being rescued, or I was in Heaven, because I’m certain there’s smoked pork in the afterlife.

      “Got him!” Louie said, and I felt strong fingers dig into my arm. A moment later, Blair grabbed my other arm, and then hauled me free. I was covered with dirt, bruised from head to toe, and I smelled like a diner on a Saturday morning, but I could breathe again.

      “You might have overdone the explosives,” Blair noted. When I got my bearings, I followed her gaze. Where there had been a cleft between two cliffs each about four stories high, a bowl-shaped depression now lay. And underneath those tons of stone and dirt was the troll, if the charges hadn’t blown him to smithereens.

      “Damn,” I muttered.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Louie said, helping me stand. I waved off further assistance, and though everything hurt, I figured I could make it as far as the truck. I kicked at something in the dirt. The hollowed horn trumpet I’d seen on a strap around the troll’s neck lay near the bank of charcoal, where it must have fallen when he was worshiping the buffet. I picked it up as a souvenir and put it in my pack.

      “The kids?” I asked.

      “Got them. They’re traumatized, but not hurt,” Blair replied. “Be interesting to see what kind of stories they come up with for their therapists because ‘taken by a troll’ probably isn’t going to fly.”

      I shrugged. “They’re smart. They’ll lie, tell the shrink what she wants to hear. They’ll be okay.” I glanced back at the blast site. “Shit. I’ve got to make sure Father Leo gets the higher-ups to pay off the quarry and declare that section untouchable.”

      Louie loaded two of the kids in his truck. The third rode back with Blair. They could be the heroes and see the kids safely back to their families. Although my ears rang, my head throbbed, and I felt like I’d been tumbled inside a cement mixer, I ignored Blair’s advice and drove home.

      Demon greeted me at the door, tail wagging hard enough to sweep everything from the coffee table. I scratched him behind the ears, tossed him a cookie, and staggered into the bathroom. A hot shower did wonders, washing away the grit and bacon smell. Bruises bloomed all over the front of my body, and from the way my muscles ached, probably the back as well. I was sure I looked like I’d lost a cage fight. My lip was split, and a rock had clipped me hard on the back of my head as I’d been swept away with the falling gravel. Tonight seemed perfect for pizza delivery, a couple of beers, and whatever was on The History Channel.

      Then my phone went off, with a reminder of the wedding reception at eight.
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      Ghosts didn’t scare me. Neither did vampires or werewolves. I could salt and burn restless spirits, and shoot or slice the others. I’d even bagged a were-squonk, a zombie, and a troll, plus the marsh monster. All in a day’s work.

      Events that required dress slacks and a tie terrified me. Even more so if they required a jacket. Wedding receptions generally assumed civilized dress. Which meant I was shit out of luck.

      I glanced in the mirror and figured I cleaned up well, although I still looked like I’d been in a bar fight. One eye had bruised into a not-quite shiner, my split lip had stopped bleeding but still looked puffy, and my hands looked like I’d dug myself out of a grave.

      My friends wouldn’t have cared. But they weren’t going to be at the reception. My niece Nikki had gotten married earlier today, and tonight was the party.

      Sean’s daughter. My dead brother. With the wife who hated my guts for living when her husband died. Like I didn’t have enough survivor guilt as it was. Amy refused to have me at the ceremony, but Nikki put her foot down about the reception. Which meant she was every inch my brother’s girl.

      So, for the second time today, I headed into battle. I grabbed the present I’d left by the door to remind me to go. The store wrapped it much better than I could have managed. Blair and Chiara picked it out and assured me Nikki would love it. Right now, I couldn’t even remember what the gift was. That didn’t matter. Nikki wanted her Uncle Mark to share her special day, and so I would, and the devil take the hindmost.

      I even ran the truck through the car wash. Amy would find a million reasons to fault my continued existence, and I didn’t want to give her any ammunition. Hell, I didn’t want to fight over who missed Sean more, although I’d been his brother longer than she’d been his wife. I heard him scream when the wendigo tore him apart, after the creature had tossed me into a tree and knocked me senseless. And after I’d lit the monster up with my flare gun, too little too late, I’d held Sean while he died, right next to the cooling corpses of my dad, uncle, and cousin. I loved him, and I mourned him, and I’d miss him forever. And if there was ever a competition I didn’t want to win, it was this one.

      The parking lot at the Polish Club in Sharon was already mostly full when I eased the truck into a space. I adjusted my tie, checked myself in the rear-view mirror, and then grabbed my jacket and gift. My stomach clenched like it always did when I went to face my worst nightmares, and I felt naked without my gun. But my weapons wouldn’t do me any good here, so I’d just have to rely on my natural wit and charm.

      In other words, I was totally fucked.

      The party had already started, and I slipped in the back, handing off my gift to a waiting attendant and giving her my name so I could get the right “hello, my name is” tag. I lingered in the back, not quite sure where to go.

      After Sean and the others died, people who had been part of our friend group for years drifted away and never came back, as if they could catch death cooties from me. Some stayed, but many others didn’t come around anymore. When Lara left me, that peeled away still more of my social circle. Now, I’d settled in with a core pack of people I could trust to have my back and take me for all I was worth at poker. But for a few years, when I needed my family, it had been rough.

      “Uncle Mark!” Nikki’s squeal sounded just the way I remembered from tickle-fests and bedtime stories. She made a beautiful bride, all grown up, no longer the sullen, grieving schoolgirl who had to bury her father. Sean had been seventeen when he’d married Amy. Nikki had just turned seventeen herself. I felt ancient.

      I grinned from ear to ear and swept her up into my arms, ignoring my protesting ribs that might have been cracked from the landslide. “You look fantastic, Pumpkin,” I said, kissing her on the cheek. She took my hand and led me into the fray, straight toward a young man in a tuxedo with a gobsmacked look on his face.

      “Uncle Mark, this is Trey. Trey, this is my Uncle Mark.”

      Trey had a deer-in-the-headlights look I remembered from my own wedding. I took his hand and shook it for both of us. “Nice to meet you, Trey. You’ve got a real special girl here, hope you know that.”

      Trey managed a slightly incoherent answer, which I took to be affirmative. Before I had to make conversation, Nikki dragged me across the dance floor to greet a few elderly great-aunts whom I barely remembered. My mom had passed on by the time we went on the hunt, and Uncle Christoph was divorced. Greg, my cousin, had been dating someone, but they hadn’t gotten engaged yet. I’d still been with Lara. And Sean had Amy and Nikki. Since Dad didn’t have any other siblings and Mom was an only child, there wasn’t much-extended family. Greg’s sister had never stayed close. I’d just had Amy and Lara, and then even that went to hell.

      “I’m so glad you came, Uncle Mark,” Nikki said, tugging me in yet another direction. “I miss you. And I’m sorry about Mom. She’s…Mom.”

      “I understand.”

      “I wish Dad could have been here,” Nikki said, and her smile looked a little watery.

      I hugged her close and kissed the top of her head. “Me, too, kiddo. Me, too.”

      Nikki pointed me to my assigned table for dinner, with a group of people I didn’t know but which was fortunately out of Amy’s blast zone. I’d glimpsed her a couple of times in the crowd and wondered if Nikki’s sudden need to play tour guide had been an attempt to forestall an ugly showdown. I’d already resigned myself to taking whatever Amy dished out so as not to spoil Nikki’s special day, and I hoped like hell Amy could put her grief aside long enough to do the same.

      Over on the far side of the reception area, a DJ started setting up for dancing after dinner. I really hoped I didn’t have to do the Chicken Dance, but I’m pretty sure you can’t get issued a marriage license in Northwestern PA without it.

      “Are you the guy who owns the auto body garage out near Atlantic?” My tablemate was an older gentleman with gray hair who looked wealthy and distinguished in a dark suit and power tie. His place card said “Ted Collins.”

      “That’s me.”

      “The ghost hunter?”

      I resisted the urge to tug at my tie. People’s opinions tended to split into two camps when my other profession came up. Either they wanted to talk all about the shows they’d seen on TV or the ghost tour they’d done on their vacation, or they launched into a rant about how there was no such thing as ghosts. And in both cases, it left me struggling not to be a total asshole. So I smiled and hoped my eye didn’t twitch.

      “Yes.”

      To my surprise, Ted slid a business card to me. “I run an auction business out on Route 19, and we have a problem that I think is in your wheelhouse.”

      “Tell me about it.” Talking shop meant I didn’t have to strain for chit-chat.

      The other people at our table were engaged in their own conversations, including Ted’s wife. He leaned a little closer and dropped his voice. “We got in a new shipment for a big estate sale. Some doctor up in Meadville. Most of the stuff is pretty normal, but there’s a painting that has me freaked out.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What’s the painting of?”

      Ted shook his head. “The painting shows people sitting in the lobby of a grand hotel. It’s nicely done in oils, although I’ve never heard of the artist. But I swear the painting is alive.”

      That got my attention. “Alive?”

      “An object from one of the other collections will go missing—something distinctive, one of a kind—and the next time I look at the lobby painting, the missing item is somewhere in the picture, and it wasn’t beforehand. Twice now, my staff has sworn they’ve seen a stranger milling about one of the rooms where no one should be, but when we go to look, there’s no one there. Both times, they recognized someone in the painting as being the person they’d seen.”

      “Maybe they need more time off,” I suggested.

      “Then just yesterday, I noticed a new person in the scene. Someone who wasn’t there before. It’s the old man who owned the painting, the one who died. Now he’s in the picture.”

      Okay, shit just got real. “That’s…very interesting.” My mind raced. “Can you tell me the name of the painter?”

      “Thomas Arhawk. My staff researched his work, for the auction catalog and the appraisal. He isn’t well known. The painting is nicely done, but hardly a Rembrandt.” Ted wrote the artist’s name on the back of his business card. “Maybe you’ll see something if you look into him that we didn’t.”

      If Arhawk was a dark witch or had made a deal with the devil, it wasn’t likely to be on his web page, but I’d turn it over to Chiara and see what her online ninja tricks could come up with. “I’m very interested.”

      “Please, call me,” Ted said. “I need your help, and I can pay your fee.”

      I pocketed the card, surprised and intrigued. Ted looked more like a banker than an auctioneer, and not the kind to believe in ghosts or ask for help. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I promised. “How do you know Nikki?”

      Ted smiled, and all of a sudden looked much friendlier. “She worked at the auction over the summers. One of the best employees I ever had. Happy she’s going on to bigger things, but sorry to lose her.” He glanced at my name card. “Family?”

      “Her uncle.” I could almost see the wheels turning in his mind and figured he remembered the news stories about the hunt. To my eternal gratitude, he didn’t bring it up.

      I found myself wishing I’d brought Sara with me. We weren’t really a couple. Not yet, maybe never. But for the first time since Lara walked out, I’d found someone I enjoyed spending time with. She ran a bed and breakfast out near Kane, but my work took me through those parts fairly often, and I’ll admit to taking a few detours to provide excuses to stop in. She was widowed, I was divorced, and we both were cautious. Six months had passed, and we were still going out. Right now, I missed her like crazy.

      We made it through dinner and were heading up to the dessert buffet before Amy cornered me.

      “I thought you’d have the good sense not to come,” she hissed.

      “Nikki wanted me here. So I’m here.”

      “Nikki wouldn’t have asked you if she knew the truth. Sean’s dead because of you.”

      I glanced around, hoping no one else was listening, and tried to nudge Amy away from the cake. “Sean’s dead because a wild creature killed him. I wish I’d been faster with the flare gun, but I’d just had my head cracked open against a tree. God, Amy, I’d give anything for a do-over. But it doesn’t work like that.”

      “People talk about you,” she spat. “They say you’re crazy, hunting ‘monsters.’” She didn’t need to put the word in air quotes. Her scathing tone did the job quite well. “Maybe you did something with all your mumbo-jumbo that called that thing, that creature that killed them. You brought this down on them.”

      I took a deep breath and willed my fists to unclench at my sides. Pointing out to Amy that I didn’t start hunting monsters until after the tragedy wasn’t likely to break through the story she’d told herself. She needed a bad guy, someone to blame, and since the wendigo had gone up in flames and I survived, I got to be the whipping boy. “Please Amy, not here. Not today. For Nikki.”

      “You probably made some kind of deal with the devil.” Amy’s expression showed her contempt. “All that occult stuff you’re into, witchcraft, satanic cults—”

      “None of that’s true.” I didn’t mention that one of my monster hunting partners was a priest. Nothing at this point was going to change her mind.

      “Oh, God. Did you come to put some kind of hex on Nikki? Are you going to take her away from me like you took Sean?”

      Amy’s voice rose, and I saw Nikki give me a look from the head table, trying to figure out what was going on.

      “No hex, Amy. I’d never harm Nikki, or you—or Sean. Please, don’t spoil Nikki’s party. I’ll go.”

      “Damn you to hell, Mark Wojcik. I hope you burn for what you’ve done.”

      I kept on walking. Everyone heard Amy’s last salvo, and I knew they’d turned to look. I kept my face blank and made a beeline to the door. Nikki actually ran to intercept me, hiking her big skirt up to her knees.

      “Uncle Mark—”

      I cupped her face gently and leaned down to kiss her forehead. “It’s okay, kiddo. Your mom’s just tense with all the wedding stuff. Thanks for the invite. Hope you like the present. And call me sometime. I’ll drive over, and we can do lunch.”

      Nikki stretched on tiptoe to kiss my cheek. “Whatever she said, I don’t believe it,” she whispered. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too, Nikki,” I said. “Now go dance with your husband.” And with that, I headed out the door and got in my truck, with a long quiet drive in front of me.

      [image: ]

      I spent some extra time scratching Demon’s ears when I got home and took him for a bit of a walk around the yard, as I tried to let go of Amy’s words. Back in the day, back before, she and Sean and Lara and I had been tight. We got together every few weeks, babysat Nikki so Sean and Amy could go out, and went on vacations together. Then it all went to hell, just another casualty of that damn wendigo.

      Once I fed Demon, I texted Chiara with the info about the artist, poured myself a couple of fingers of JD and pulled out my laptop. Demon napped on my feet while I dug around on the internet. I’d do the easy Google stuff and let Chiara dig through the seedy virtual alleys of the Dark Web.

      Ted was right: Thomas Arhawk was a man of mystery. I couldn’t find much of a social media trail, which in itself seemed remarkable, especially for someone trying to promote their work. He’d had a few gallery showings in Pennsylvania and Ohio, and some museum acquisitions. His webpage didn’t even have a digital showcase, and none of his work was featured on any of the popular online art sites.

      But what I did find intrigued me. Three of his larger works sold at auctions throughout the country, for five-figure prices. Not too shabby for someone who only seemed to have a history going back two or three years. An article about one of those sales portrayed Arhawk as a troubled, reclusive genius who had burst on the art scene out of nowhere.

      That worried me. Nothing says crossroads deal with a demon like someone who goes from zero to sixty almost overnight. If Arhawk didn’t sell his soul, some of that black magic Amy was so sure I practiced might have been to blame.

      I sipped my glass of Jack and tried not to dwell on the reception clusterfuck. Instead, I grabbed a pen and pad and jotted down the names of the galleries and museums—and any individuals—who had acquired an Arhawk original. A quick online search gave me the identity of the local doctor whose estate sale was being handled by Ted’s auction house. Then I looked to see what became of them.

      “Well, lookie here,” I murmured. The list read like a disaster report.

      Within a year of acquiring an Arhawk painting, two of the galleries filed for bankruptcy, something that came as a surprise to the business news sites. One of the museums had a major fire, while another had a very destructive water main break. The rest of the galleries and museums fared equally badly, including a few that were the site of random shootings. Individual collectors had just as bad luck, and as best as I could piece together, most of them died within twelve to eighteen months of purchasing one of his pieces of art. The causes varied, but all were sudden, and many violent. I did my best to find photos of the unlucky purchasers, to see if they had mysteriously appeared in the hotel lobby painting.

      What little “art” I owned was either blown-up snapshots I’d taken myself from hikes in the woods or prints I‘d picked up cheap from roadside vendors. Right now, I felt pretty lucky that I couldn’t afford the “good” stuff.

      I closed the laptop and knocked back the rest of my drink. The whiskey still hadn’t taken the sting out of Amy’s accusations, just like ten years didn’t take the pain out of my grief. As much as I had wanted to see Nikki and make her happy by attending the reception, I had been afraid doing so would slice open barely healed-over wounds. Father Leo cautioned me on more than one occasion that “death by monster” can be a form of hunter suicide, and if I were honest with myself, I’d straddled that line too many times for comfort. I would have gladly traded places with any of the people I’d lost that day. If I couldn’t, then hunting down creatures like the thing that killed them would be my penance for surviving.

      Before I could think better of the impulse, I speed dialed Sara. She answered on the second ring. “Mark?”

      “Hey,” I said. I was smooth with conversation like that. “Just…thinking about you.”

      She chuckled. “Did you drunk dial me?”

      “No. Maybe. More like buzzed-dialed. Thinking I need to come up and take you out to dinner.”

      “That would be nice,” she said. I heard affection and a hint of amusement in her voice, as if she wondered whether I’d remember our conversation tomorrow. “Anytime soon?”

      “Next weekend? And if I’m not hunting anything, you won’t have to sew me back together first.”

      “A true romantic,” she chuckled. “Sounds good.”

      “Miss you,” I sighed. “But I’ll see you soon.”

      “Miss you, too,” she replied. “Now go sleep off your drink. Night, Mark.” I echoed her good-bye and ended the call, suddenly feeling lonelier than before I dialed.

      “Come on, Demon,” I said, rousing the slumbering dog. “Let’s turn in. I’ve got a haunted painting to hunt down tomorrow.”
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      I didn’t know what to expect from Ted’s auction house. What I found was a combination of art gallery and a big cinder block building like the fairground has for its craft displays. Ted met me in the office. He looked a little more relaxed than he had at the reception, with a collared shirt—no tie—tucked into dark, pressed jeans over expensive cowboy boots.

      “I’m glad you came,” Ted said, shaking my hand with a firm grip. “We’ve had another incident.”

      He kept talking as I followed him back to the storage area behind the showroom. We walked through a modern all-white gallery that looked like something out of a museum, with paintings on the walls and breakable things in Plexiglas cases.

      “What happened?”

      He ushered me into the back room. Several workers looked up from where they were busy cataloging or photographing items. “Something went missing—and damned it if didn’t show up in the painting. We all swear it wasn’t in the picture before. But it is now.”

      I stood in front of the Arhawk picture. It gave me the creeps, and I don’t have a magical bone in my body. No ESP, no spidey sense, mundane through and through. And still, it made my skin crawl. I was amazed the people in the room could stand to work around it, and I didn’t even want to think about having it in my house.

      The painting showed a group gathered in a well-appointed lobby. Some sat, some stood. Others leaned against the frame of a large window, looking out at the grounds beyond. Children played on the floor, and a dog curled at its master’s feet.

      “There,” Ted said, pointing to an ornate timepiece on the mantle in the painting. “The empire clock.” He pointed to a frou-frou decoration that looked like it should be in some French palace. “And this is the guy who owned the painting last,” he added, directing my attention to an elderly bald man slouched in an armchair.

      “How long did the doctor own the painting?”

      “Four years. His daughter said that he bought it when he was at a low point in his life, and things turned around for him after that, until his death.”

      So another sell-your-soul reversal of fortune. Doc must have been a bad negotiator. Four years is a pittance. Then again, given his age, maybe it was four more than he would have had otherwise.

      “Did he buy it from the artist? Or were there previous owners?” I circled the painting, careful not to touch it. I’m no art critic; my taste tends toward landscapes and wildlife photos. Maybe a sunset over the water to mix things up. But even I could appreciate that the artist had talent. The detail looked almost photographic, and the details were impressive.

      “We know very little about Thomas Arhawk,” Ted conceded. “His paintings came on the market for the first time about five years ago. He guards his privacy intensely, even when doing interviews might boost the value of his work. Some professionals are wary about that level of secrecy. All kinds of rumors went around.”

      “Like what?”

      Ted shrugged. “Everything from Arhawk being a team of painters instead of an individual, to being the alias of another famous artist who wanted a fresh start, to questions about the authenticity of his technique, since it’s very photo-realistic. He hasn’t had new work out for a while, so of course, there’s talk about him being dead.”

      “And what did the critics conclude?”

      Ted chuckled. “They’re critics. They never ‘conclude’ anything. But the market ignored them and liked what it liked. So the paintings sell well.”

      “Except that bad things happen to the people who buy them. And sometimes, to the places that show them,” I added.

      The look on Ted’s face told me he knew about the rumors. “You don’t really believe that kind of thing.”

      “Kinda goes with my business.”

      Ted paused long enough to send the two staffers from the room. “Yes, I’ve heard the rumors. But all kinds of crazy things get said on those forum boards. If I believed half of what I read, I’d think that there were haunted objects all over the place—”

      “Which wouldn’t be completely wrong,” I interjected.

      He looked a bit shaken by that. “We don’t often get high profile pieces of art, given where we’re located. I don’t know why the family didn’t decide to send this to Sotheby’s or Christie’s—”

      “Or maybe they tried and were turned down.”

      Ted nodded. “Maybe, if the acquisitions people were superstitious. But this could be a big windfall for us—”

      “Are you willing to let people get hurt for that? Because whatever forces Arhawk was playing with, they’re real, and they’re dark, and they feed on blood.”

      That’s when I noticed that the painting had changed. Where before, the people in the scene were looking at each other, or out the window, or at the children playing on the floor, now all of them faced outward, right toward us.

      Shit. The painting was sentient.

      I turned my back and tried to play it cool, although my heart thudded. “Can we talk in your office?”

      Ted glanced around the empty room. “There’s no one…” I knew the minute when he realized the painting no longer looked the same. “All right,” he said, clearing his throat. “I’ll put on a fresh pot of coffee.” From his voice, I figured he’d be tempted to dump in some whiskey, just because.

      Ted’s office had a practical, stripped-down look to it, despite him being a well-to-do businessman. “I don’t want to talk in front of the painting,” I said when he closed the door. “I think that somehow, it…listens.”

      “The people had turned around.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I saw that, too.” I paused trying to figure out the right way to ask my next question. “How much trouble would you be in if something happened to the painting?”

      He frowned as if the question hadn’t been entirely unanticipated. He licked his lips, struggling to answer. “There would be an inquiry. Insurance investigations. The estate would be unhappy, since the painting is likely to fetch a good price.”

      “Here’s the thing: I don’t think we can neuter the danger and keep the painting intact,” I said. “I don’t know how or why, but power like that is fed into an object throughout the creation process. Arhawk paints dark magic into his works, and they hurt people. If you sell that, it’s going to hurt—probably kill—the next owner. If you keep it here, it’ll likely ruin you, the way it’s been a curse to others. So, I believe that I can solve your problem, but the only way to do that is to destroy the painting—carefully.”

      “That possibility occurred to me when I asked you to investigate,” Ted replied with a sigh. “I can’t in good conscience sell it, but we’d never be able to convince the estate of the danger.” He looked up at the ceiling, beseeching the fates. “I feel like I’m talking to the Mob. Can you…can you make it look like an accident?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. We can do that.” It wouldn’t be the first time I’d faked a robbery to get rid of a cursed object. I had no intention of telling him that my partner in crime would be Father Leo. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. Again.

      Ted gave a sharp nod. “Yes. Do it. I’ll…deal with the consequences. Just please, stop it from hurting other people.”

      “Go about your usual routine for the rest of the day. Don’t do anything that’s going to look unusual. Just make sure nobody has a reason to come back here after hours.”
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      By the time I got home, Chiara had left a message to call her back. I suspected that the kind of intel she had for me shouldn’t be left on a voicemail.

      “Whatcha got?” I asked when I pulled into the drive and returned her call.

      “Arhawk seems to have tangled up Picture of Dorian Gray and the collected work of Aleister Crowley,” she replied. “He got into trouble in college for making terroristic threats toward other classmates and vandalizing a dorm room with pig’s blood.”

      Sean used to complain about his roommate leaving dirty laundry on the floor. Arhawk was out of their league.

      “What else?”

      “Galleries shunned some of his early work for being too violent,” she continued. “He had a thing for painting dismembered bodies. It didn’t sell.”

      “I’m amazed. Didn’t people buy paintings done by that clown serial killer?”

      “Gacy. Yes. But I guess there’s still a limit. At least this week.” She shuffled papers for a second. “I wasn’t kidding about Aleister Crowley. He was a painter, too, in addition to all his magic and occult writing. Arhawk became obsessed with him in college, which sealed the deal about getting him thrown out.”

      “I’ve seen Crowley’s paintings. They’re a lot more…symbolic…than the one at the auction house.”

      “Yeah, Arhawk apparently wised up,” Chiara replied. “His crazy shit didn’t sell, and he needed money. So, he started painting normal scenes and doing rituals to work the magic in with the paint. Most were curses that somehow worked to his benefit. He either gave them to people he wanted to be rid of or used them to influence buyers to hand over their money, their investments, even their wives.”

      “That’s quite a racket.”

      “It worked—until he tried it on someone with more magic than he had,” Chiara said. “Arhawk died of a mysterious wasting disease. His agent kept the death quiet. Arhawk’s condition didn’t match anything in the medical books. He believed he had been cursed and said so to anyone who would listen. But the doctors wouldn’t believe him, and he’d made so many enemies in the supernatural community that I’m guessing they were all celebrating the fact that someone figured out how to get rid of him. He died young, but the source I found said he looked like an old man.”

      “You think he went into one of his paintings?”

      “Could be,” she allowed. “Maybe one of his curses backfired. Or maybe he thought he could be immortal if he transferred his essence into the art. But I think someone just didn’t like him and whacked him.”

      “Good to know. Any ideas about how to get rid of the painting?”

      “You could ship it down to those people you know in South Carolina who deal with that kind of thing. They could make it disappear.”

      “Yeah, I thought about that, but getting it there is the problem. That’s a long way from here, and it’ll have been reported stolen.”

      “Shit. I couldn’t find anything specific about neutralizing the magic. Arhawk seemed pretty omnivorous in the kinds of power he studied, and so did Crowley, so I doubt he used spells from a single tradition.”

      “Just keeps getting better and better,” I mumbled under my breath. “So we just try everything until something works?”

      “Salt and fire are tradition-agnostic,” Chiara pointed out. “Father Leo might be able to dampen the magic and give you an edge. Just be careful—Arhawk might not have actually been the big deal warlock he thought he was, but everything I’ve found says he did have power and knew how to craft a nasty curse. You’d be cute as a toad, Wojcik, but I don’t have a terrarium big enough.”

      “Funny. Not. Okay, thanks for the info. How about you and Blair come over, and we eat popcorn and mock ghost hunting shows? We can turn out the lights and admire their night-vision goggles.”

      “And keep yelling, ‘did you see that’ every five minutes,” she added. “Tell you what—why don’t we go to your place before you get back and we’ll be your alibi?”

      “Works for me. Just don’t eat all the popcorn.” Good friends help you hide the bodies. Best friends not only help you dig the grave, they bring snacks.
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      For a priest, Father Leo made a damn good lookout. I picked the lock on the auction house’s back door and silenced the alarm with a handy magical item a witch who owed me a favor made for me. The warehouse had alarms on the doors but no cameras, Ted assured me. And no motion sensors. Maybe in a big city, those would have been common. Not so much out here in the boonies.

      We crept into the storage room and found it just the way it had been that afternoon. A security light gave us enough illumination to move without tripping over crates and chairs. Next to the wall, a workbench lay littered with jewelers’ tools, specialty cleaning brushes, and an array of bottles that looked to my untrained eye to range from paint thinner to degreaser and Lysol.

      My simple plan involved stealing the painting, hiking a mile behind the auction house into the woods to an old abandoned dump, and setting the artwork on fire, with Father Leo mumbling some Latin. I didn’t really think it would be quite that easy, but life had taught me that complicated plans just made fate more determined to fuck me over.

      Movement at the edge of my vision made me turn my head, only to find nothing but shadows. Another almost-there motion and my head whipped back the other direction, but saw nobody.

      “Did you—”

      Father Leo nodded. “Yes. There are entities present. Something not quite human and very unpleasant.” I didn’t ask how he knew that, but I’d always suspected that the padre had some clairvoyance of his own going on.

      “Cover me while I snatch it,” I murmured.

      I moved forward while Father Leo began to chant. It wasn’t the exorcism from the Rituale Romanum, which is the extent of my Latin, and I didn’t recognize the words, but Chiara thought he could tamp down on Arhawk’s curse, and any help was welcome. I had my eye on the big painting and tried to figure out how I was going to need to tilt it to get it out the door.

      A woman in an evening dress body slammed me into the wall. I went to grab her, and when she turned sideways, she became nothing but a line. As if she were a drawing come to life.

      I pulled a knife from my belt and slashed, cutting the figure in two. She vanished and left a slick of oil paint on my blade, along with droplets of pigment-like blood on the floor. Before I could move toward the painting again, a man in a dark suit came at me, hands outstretched to wring my neck. He dodged my blade, and I feinted to the right, trying to get around him. I wondered what would happen if I dug my knife down the center of the canvas. Would it destroy the sentience, or let it escape?

      A knife flew through the air and hit the man in the center of his back, point protruding from his chest. Father Leo’s no slouch: his chant never wavered, although I did catch a hint of a self-satisfied smirk. The man from the painting vanished, but in the next breath, two more of the figures from the canvas closed on me.

      Father Leo apparently decided that faith without works would get us dead, so while he kept up the chant, he moved in with an iron bar he had brought from my truck. Ghosts hate iron, and it stood to reason other spirits didn’t much like getting a beat down. He swung for the person on the right, a woman in a cocktail dress, while I went at the man in a polo shirt on my left.

      The iron bar made the woman’s spirit vanish. I swung and missed with my knife, and the painting creature grabbed at me. His ice-cold hands pulled at something deep inside me as they connected, and I swore my heart stuttered as I gasped for breath. Then Father Leo brought the iron bar down through the apparition with both hands, and I staggered.

      “Don’t let them touch you!” I warned as he kept up his chant. I dove for the painting, grabbing it and wrestling it off the tripod.

      Arms reached out from the surface of the canvas, and I dropped the artwork, scrambling backward. It had felt for all the world as if the creature who had grabbed me wanted to pull me into that infernal portrait, sucking out my life and soul in the process.

      The painting lay face-up on the concrete floor, and as I watched, a man began to emerge as if he were climbing out of a door to a basement. I stumbled backward and collided with the workbench. I threw the first thing I grabbed, a pair of pliers. They went right through the man, ripping a hole in his shirt, but this time, the creature did not just vanish.

      I reached behind me, and my hand closed on a can. I meant to lob it, but hesitated long enough to read the label. Paint thinner. As Flat Man eased his way out of the painting, freeing first one leg and then the other, I wrenched off the lid and sent a spray of solvent splashing over both our 2-D menace and the painting beneath his polished oxfords.

      Green melting witches had nothing on this guy. His face smeared, features blurring into a flesh-colored nothing, and his body began to dissolve from the middle out. I couldn’t see what the liquid did to the actual painting, but angry shrieks echoed through the storage room: women, men, a child, even a dog frantically snarling as if he, too, wanted to rip out my guts.

      Melted Man wobbled toward me, and though I couldn’t see his expression, there was no mistaking the malice in the way he blindly reached for me.

      I sloshed the rest of the solvent at him and watched his whole shape run like sidewalk chalk in the rain. The puddle that had been Melted Man inched its way toward my boots, still intent on dragging me into the painting, and I sidestepped, but it followed me. I’d never heard of possessed paint, but there’s a first time for everything.

      Father Leo ran to grab one side of the damaged painting, taking care to avoid any of the leaking pigment. I took hold of the other side, and together we navigated toward the door. The air smelled of acetone and the shrieking grew louder and more frantic. The canvas bubbled and rippled as the creatures trapped inside tried to escape. On the floor, rivulets of multi-colored haunted paint ran unerringly toward us like beads of mercury.

      The image of people in a parlor was lost in a runny mess of colors and bare canvas. I kept my fingers well back on the edge of the picture. As if the presence inside the painting knew we were winning, the liquefying paint on the canvas started splashing, spitting pigment at us like a cobra aiming for the eyes. Trying to keep clear of the encroaching swirls of killer paint nearly made me fall down the steps, but I managed to make it out the door. I didn’t think we could get the damned thing all the way out in the woods, not without being splattered either by the canvas or the runoff.

      I wondered what the use was of Father Leo continuing to chant, until I realized that his words made the encroaching pigment shrink back. His raspy voice was giving out, and he was fading fast.

      “Here,” I said, indicating a bare patch of ground with a jerk of my head. “It’ll have to do.”

      The painting bucked and rattled on the dry dirt, spraying droplets of paint like a contagious convict trying to infect his captors. I pulled on gloves and grabbed a welder’s mask out of the back of my truck. Then I took a KA-BAR and stabbed the painting right in the center, and drew the tip down, cutting a slice in the canvas.

      “Get back!” Father Leo warned, right before he tossed a match at the acetone-soaked artwork. It went up with a roar, sending a kaleidoscope of color into the flames, but thank God, the shrieking stopped. Images of the people from the painting writhed in the flames, burning and melting, and I wondered where their trapped souls would go. I grabbed a canister of salt from my bag and flung a thick spray of it into the fire. The colors vanished with a whoosh as the flames leapt high, nearly to the roof. The painting began to splinter its frame and crumble in on itself, cracking like bones as it drew up into a charred ball. The flames disappeared as quickly as they came, and in what must have been a trick of the light, a shadow engulfed the burned remains, blotting it out like a mini black hole and then suddenly, all traces of the painting were gone.

      “Run,” I said to Father Leo. We grabbed our tools and my bag and piled into my truck. A rough lane led away from the main highway. I’d scouted it earlier and knew it brought us out on a farm road that eventually connected to the back roads we could use to get home. I didn’t let go of my white-knuckled grip on the wheel until I pulled up behind Father Leo’s church in Geneva.

      “You know how to show a man of God a good time, Mark,” Father Leo said, clapping me on the shoulder.

      “I’m going to ignore how that sounded, Padre, and just say thanks for the back-up.”

      Father Leo’s eyes twinkled, and I think he actually enjoyed the evening. “Any time, Mark. Beats hell out of proofreading the parish newsletter.”

      I promised him I’d help with the next Bingo night and drove home. To my surprise, a black truck identical to mine sat in the drive. I parked in the garage and closed the door, then headed into the house. Demon met me at the door, smelling of popcorn. I went to the kitchen and grabbed a beer, then headed toward the living room.

      From the quick gasp and shuffle, I suspected I’d interrupted something, but by the time I got to the living room, Blair and Chiara sat upright on the couch, with the popcorn bowl on Chiara’s lap. They were too suspiciously posed, and Chiara’s hair looked hastily smoothed.

      “Whose truck?”

      Blair grinned. “One of Chiara’s brothers parked it right after you left and caught a ride back with another brother. So as far as anyone knows, you’ve been here all night.”

      “Tell him thanks, and I owe him a case of beer,” I said, plunking down in my recliner. I glanced at the TV. In the greenish glow of night-vision lighting, anxious-looking ghost hunters with perfect teeth and fashionably mussed hair debated whether or not they heard strange noises in oddly loud stage whispers.

      “It’s a marathon,” Chiara said, grinning. “And they’re going into a haunted hospital next.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I replied, cracking open the beer. “Anything but an art gallery. Pass the popcorn.”
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      “Three hunters every year for six years?” I asked, pushing aside my empty coffee cup. My piece of apple pie sat untouched, a clear sign my thoughts were elsewhere. The Original Best Lakeview Diner lived up to its reputation for good pie.

      Father Leo nodded. “At least.”

      I ran a hand back through my hair. “Deer hunters?” I clarified. Not “our” kind, the ones who went looking for creatures the Fish and Wildlife Commission didn’t issue permits to kill.

      “Yep.”

      “Ever find the bodies?”

      Father Leo gave me the priestly stink eye. “No. That’s why they’re ‘missing’ and not ‘dead.’”

      Okay, I deserved that. “Do they have any connections to each other—family, friends, work buddies, neighbors?”

      Father Leo shrugged. “They came from small towns all over the area, so that’s hard to say, but nothing stood out to the cops.”

      I snorted. When it came to the supernatural sorts of things we hunted, even good cops tended to overlook the details that mattered. “Were they together when they disappeared?” I did my best not to think of my own hunt-gone-wrong, but I didn’t fool myself or Father Leo.

      “No. Each one, individually, over a period of weeks in December.”

      I frowned. “Weeks? There’s not that long a season—”

      “There is if you factor in archery as well as rifle and flintlock, and antler as well as antlerless,” Father Leo countered. I must have looked askance at his unexpected knowledge because he frowned. “I used to go with my brother. Before I went to seminary. Now, I’m much more comfortable blessing the meal than blessing the hunt.”

      “Did the families get any kind of benefit out of the disappearances?” I asked. The human heart is dark, often darker than the things we call “monsters.” I learned that a long time ago. “Insurance? Inheritance? Ending troublesome marriages?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing that set off the cops’ radar. Not saying there wasn’t, but it didn’t raise red flags.”

      Sandy, one of the owners of the diner, came by and filled our coffee cups. “I’m honored,” I joked. “Getting the boss herself.” I’d gone to high school with Sandy and her husband, Vince. We went way back.

      “One of the servers called in sick,” Sandy said with a shrug. “Something wrong with the pie?”

      I grinned. “Nah. We just got busy talking.”

      She cuffed me up the side of the head. “Eat first, talk later. You don’t disrespect a good piece of pie.”

      We both chuckled. “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, which just got me a playful slug to the shoulder.

      “I’m the same age you are. Don’t ma’am me,” she warned.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I replied with my best fake innocent smile.

      Father Leo motioned toward the pie when Sandy headed off. “Better eat that. I wouldn’t want to be the cause of bloodshed.”

      “You ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie,” I muttered, but I dug into the pie with gusto. Minutes later, when I pushed aside a scraped-clean plate, I sat back, sighed, and washed it down with coffee.

      “Now, speaking of bloodshed… These hunters in the Big Woods?”

      “The Occulatum wants someone to go check it out. That many years in a row sounds ritualistic.”

      “And I’m the poor SOB who drew the short straw?”

      Father Leo rolled his eyes. “You’re the poor SOB who handles the territory. Plus, it’s an excuse to see Sara.”

      I slid him a sideways glance. “Are you matchmaking? Because I’m past the ‘be fruitful and multiply’ age, just sayin’.”

      “You’re thirty-five, so that’s not true. And it wouldn’t hurt for you to socialize more, Mark,” Father Leo said. “And I’m saying that as a friend, not a priest. Whatever ‘multiplying’ you do is your business, but don’t quote me to the bishop.”

      As a rule, Father Leo didn’t stick his nose into other people’s business. And he wouldn’t be the first of my small circle of friends who tried to nudge me toward at least dipping a toe back in the dating pool. Lara and I divorced years ago, and she’d already remarried. I just hadn’t found the guts to try again, although I began to reconsider after meeting Sara during my last visit to the Big Woods to bag a were-squonk.

      “So…the missing hunters,” I said, trying to steer the conversation in a safer direction.

      “We’ve got no way of knowing where they were when they vanished, but here’s a map marked with where they said they were going to enter the woods,” Father Leo said, and slid the folded paper across to me. “From where their trucks were found, it’s a good bet they did what they said they were going to do.”

      “No break-ins on the trucks?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing missing except the men, their wallets, and their guns. The wallets and guns were recovered in the woods, but no sign of the men. No blood. Although in each case, the underbrush had been trampled.”

      “Footprints?”

      “Nope. But I also marked where the wallets and guns were found. There’s only one other thing—”

      My eyebrows rose, and I waited for the other shoe to fall. “Yeah?”

      “The area they hunted in had been off-limits for a hundred years, and it just opened up six years ago.”

      “Sacred to the Native Americans?” I asked, trying to remember which tribes had been in that area.

      “No. Cursed.”
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      I drove up to Kane with music blaring, first thing on Friday morning. For once it wasn’t snowing, but weather in December up in these parts can change in an hour, so I came ready for a blizzard. The truck already had snow tires, and I threw chains and sand in the back, plus all the requisite lock de-icer, anti-freeze windshield fluid, and a full tank of gas that promised to avoid fuel line freeze-up. I had heavy enough clothes and outerwear to storm the arctic. And I had a date with Sara that night.

      Even more importantly, Father Leo had finagled a hunting license for me, so I was somewhat less likely to get arrested.

      The steel gray sky threatened snow, and the wind just made the cold worse. I parked the truck, patted myself down to assure weapons were appropriately sheathed and holstered, double checked that I had my phone and the map, and headed for the trail.

      Just as a patrol car pulled in next to me. I took a deep breath and tried to relax. I recognized the guy behind the mirrored sunglasses. Sheriff J. Kranmer, aka Sheriff Sumbitch.

      “Wojcik,” he hailed, slaughtering the pronunciation. “What brings you here?”

      I forced a reasonably believable smile. “Nice day for a walk in the woods.”

      We’d already established a mutual dislike when I came up to hunt the were-squonk. Sheriff Sumbitch was the kind of guy who needed to mark his territory, scrape antlers on trees, and whip out a ruler to measure who was bigger. I didn’t have a lot of patience for that kind of thing, but I had to put up with it—and let him win—in order to not end up in handcuffs.

      “The last time you came through these parts, a park bathroom blew up.”

      “Huh. Go figure.” I happened to know that Father Leo arranged for the Occulatum to provide an anonymous grant to the state park service to replace the facility.

      “You’re carrying a weapon. Got a license?”

      I smiled. “Hunting or concealed carry?”

      “Both.”

      “The carry license is in the glove compartment. And the hunting license is on my hat on the front seat.”

      Sumbitch took his time confirming both, just because he could. “Looks in order,” he muttered, sounding mighty disappointed.

      “Like I said, just came up for a walk in the woods. Not even sure I’d shoot if I saw a deer,” I replied. “Hate to get blood on my truck hauling it home. Just washed it.”

      Sumbitch gave me a condescending look, as if I’d just confessed to being a hipster, and snorted. If he made a crack about “city types,” I might not be able to contain my laughter. Even Kane was more urban than Atlantic. “Stay out of trouble,” he warned.

      “Planning on it,” I replied.

      I watched him drive away and sighed, then snagged a six-pack and headed into the woods. The snow crunched beneath my boots, four inches deep where the wind scoured it, deeper in drifts. Despite my run-in with Sumbitch, I still felt a sense of peace descend as I moved away from the noise of the road and deeper into the silence of the forest. Still, I carried a rifle, handgun, and big knife for a reason, and I couldn’t afford to forget that hunters had gone missing. I didn’t want to be one of them.

      After I’d walked about a mile, I got my bearings and headed over to a tree I’d notched on my last trip, so I would know I’d found the right one. I set the six-pack down at the base. “Hey, Gus,” I called to thin air. “Thanks again for having my back. Brought you some beer. Hope you can find a way to drink it.”

      “Gus” haunted the forest where he had fallen from a tree stand and died half a century or so ago. Sara knew his real name, but I’d nicknamed him Gus. He’d done me a solid in the epic battle against the were-squonk, and one good turn deserves another.

      Even as bitter as the day was, I felt it grow colder still as a figure took form a little ways off. Gus looked to be in his sixties, with a fringe of gray hair beneath his gimme cap and a graying beard. He smiled when he saw me, and I imagine that it got lonely up here. From the way Gus helped me hunt the were-squonk, I figured he had spent his afterlife helping other hunters get in a good shot.

      “You know anything about hunters going missing?” I asked.

      He turned and walked away. I followed. He could obviously hear me, although I couldn’t hear him. I wasn’t a ghost whisperer, but I certainly ran into enough of them in my line of work, although usually my job was to stop restless spirits that were causing problems. Gus didn’t seem to be bothering anyone, and he wasn’t in a hurry to move on, so we had left things status quo.

      We tramped through the underbrush for a little ways, and then Gus paused and pointed toward a massive old oak. I frowned, trying to figure out what he meant me to see, until I realized a man’s body lay beneath the tree.

      I approached slowly, afraid the hunter had fallen asleep, and unwilling to get shot for surprising him. Then I grimaced, both from the smell and the details that became clearer as I got closer. The man sprawled against the trunk, missing half of his skull. The rifle in his frozen fingers took the mystery out of what happened. Nothing supernatural, which made it all the more tragic. He’d been dead long enough for the body to freeze, but still pretty recent.

      “Shit,” I muttered. I pulled out my phone, hoped I could get a signal, and dialed Steve Louden, a local cop who’d helped me out a couple of times. I figured out the coordinates and gave the location, then hung up. No sense hanging around. It was too damn cold, and Steve knew where to find me if he needed to.

      I looked to Gus, who stood to one side, a sorrowful expression on his face. “Thanks for making sure he gets home,” I said. Given that Gus had haunted these woods for half a century, I guessed that no one had ever found his body.

      “Have you seen anything else spooky?” I asked. “Because hunters are going missing about the same time each year, and I need to figure out why.”

      Gus’s eyes went wide, and he shook his head, raising his hands in a gesture that warned: “back off.”

      I frowned. “So you know what I mean, but you’re telling me it’s dangerous?”

      He nodded, still looking like he’d seen, well, a ghost.

      “I know it’s dangerous. That’s what I do. I don’t think it happened this close to other people. Maybe in the backcountry, that area that didn’t use to be open for hunting.”

      Gus looked torn. He knew I hunted bad things, creatures that weren’t supposed to exist. But if he knew what took the other men, then he had a sense for the risk that I didn’t understand. Gus looked like he was debating something with himself, and then he finally turned and started walking again.

      I followed. The sun hung high overhead, though with the clouds, that did nothing to brighten the cold, gray light. We walked for a while, and I marked the coordinates as we went so I could find my way without Gus if I needed to. After an hour, we came to what remained of an old fence, the now-obsolete demarcation that showed where the once-forbidden section of forest began.

      “Out there?” I pointed.

      Gus nodded. Any tracks or physical evidence left behind by whatever took the hunters last year was long gone, but at least Gus had led me to the hotspot, ground zero for the manifestation.

      “Can you tell me anything else?” I asked.

      Gus looked perplexed, and I knew he was probably trying to figure out how to say something complicated without using words. He began making swoopy gestures, and I found myself playing charades with a ghost.

      “Something that flies?”

      Gus nodded. He held up both hands, fingers splayed.

      “Ten of them?”

      Gus shook his head. “A lot?” I guessed. This time, he nodded. So the hunters got carried off by a flock of flying monsters. So not good.

      “Wings?” No. “Eaten?” He shrugged. Taken away, but not killed immediately. Did the creatures have a nest? I didn’t like what Gus managed to communicate, but then no news about a monster is good news.

      I needed to do some thinking before I tried to confront whatever-it-was, and I also had to get back to civilization and get cleaned up for my date with Sara. I thanked Gus, and then we walked back to the spot where I’d left the beer.

      “Hope you’ve got a way to enjoy that,” I said, nodding toward the cans. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      Gus stayed behind as I made my way back to the truck. The cops had arrived, and I saw them bringing the dead man’s body out to an ambulance that was far too late to make any difference. Steve spotted me and moved to catch me.

      “Thanks for calling that in,” he said. “Guy’s been missing for a couple of days.”

      “Like the others?” I asked.

      He looked at me sharply, then shook his head. “No. We never found bodies for those. That why you’re here?”

      “Yeah, that and other things.”

      He smiled. “Oh, really?”

      “Just dinner,” I said, but I could feel my cheeks flush.

      “Good,” Steve said. “Sara’s been alone too long. Don’t fuck it up.”

      I’d been telling myself that same thing, so Steve’s comment didn’t boost my confidence. Then he clapped me on the shoulder. “Go have dinner. I’ll need you to stop by the station and answer a few questions, but it can wait until tomorrow morning.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, already trying to figure out a convincing story about happening upon the body since I could hardly say I’d been led there by a ghost. “I’ll be in first thing.”

      I’d get the cops out of the way in the morning, so I could hunt a pack of flying monsters come afternoon. My kind of day.
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      Since Bell’s Retreat, the bed and breakfast where I stayed in Kane, belonged to Sara, picking her up to go to dinner wasn’t a challenge. The white clapboard Victorian home didn’t fit my usual Motel 6 digs while on a job, but I could forego my aversion to doilies and chintz on account of its owner.

      “You clean up well,” Sara said with a grin when I offered her my arm as we went out to the truck. I’d brought decent slacks and a shirt with a collar—no tie—and a blazer, and my quick run through the bathroom got me a shower and shave.

      “Thanks, I think,” I replied with a chuckle. “You look pretty sharp yourself.” Sara always dressed in a nice sweater and slacks, but she had added more sparkle, and her black lace top looked more “date night” than “business.”

      She blushed. Both of us were out of practice giving and receiving compliments. Her husband had inherited the B&B, and she continued it in his memory after he died in a car wreck. She had made me for a monster hunter almost as soon as we met. That made it unlikely I’d be ditched for being delusional, although I’d probably be able to fuck up something else. Handy also that Sara had been a nurse before taking up inn-keeping, and she’d stitched me back together again more than once.

      Did I have a way with women, or what?

      “Where to?” I asked as I backed out of the driveway. Since she knew the area, I let her pick the restaurant, with a plea not to go to Patterson’s Diner. I liked that place just fine for breakfast and lunch, but my hopes were for something a little quieter and more romantic tonight.

      She gave directions, and I found myself parking in front of a mom-and-pop Italian place. It reminded me of the restaurant Chiara’s parents ran, which was one of my favorites, and I felt a little like I was cheating by eating somewhere else. “Looks nice,” I said, reaching up to straighten a tie I wasn’t wearing. If she noticed the nervous movement, she didn’t mention it.

      When we walked in, Sara greeted the owners like old friends. Kane isn’t that big a town, and I figured Sara probably did the Chamber of Commerce thing and rocked being a community booster. She knew everyone, and they all seemed to love her. Back home, I was used to a more mixed reaction.

      Sara’s connections paid off. We ended up with a table with a candle, tucked into a quiet corner. I’d hung out with Chiara and Blair long enough to know my way around a wine list and ordered a bottle. The candles played up her blue eyes and caught the highlights in her short dark hair.

      For a while, we chatted about the weather, how the Steelers and Nittany Lions were doing in the season, and the latest action movies we both loved. Dinner gave my favorite restaurant a run for its money, although I’d never tell Chiara that. Not only would it be rude, but her nonno had Mob connections, and I didn’t want to sleep with the fishes.

      Finally, after we’d shared a fantastic piece of homemade cheesecake, Sara leaned back in her chair. “So…what are you hunting this time?” she asked, toying with her wineglass so that it caught the candlelight.

      I slumped. “I’m sorry. I know I said I’d come up when I wasn’t on the job. And then Father Leo called, and it kinda fell into my lap.”

      She reached out to cover my hand with hers. “I’m not complaining. You’re always welcome. It would just be fun not to need to worry.”

      Damn. I’d gotten so used to flying solo, it hadn’t occurred to me that someone would worry. One more reason I wasn’t good boyfriend material. Then she gave my hand a squeeze and met my gaze when I looked up. “That wasn’t meant as a dig,” she said quietly. “I care. So I worry.”

      My heart did a funny little flutter that made me feel like I was back in high school, stealing a kiss from the girl I liked in tenth grade. “I’m glad,” I said. Then rolled my eyes. “I mean, I’m not glad that you worry, I meant—”

      She chuckled. “I know what you meant, Mark. It’s okay.”

      Apparently, her requirements for male companionship didn’t require coherence. I felt my cheeks flush and took a sip of my wine to allow more time between saying one stupid thing and the next.

      “What are you after?” she asked, putting me out of my misery.

      “Don’t know yet,” I replied, grateful for the save. “Just that we think it’s behind the deer hunters who’ve gone missing each year. And maybe it flies and travels in a pack.”

      I could see the concern in her eyes. “I knew some of those men. The police tried to say, at first, that maybe they’d run off. Like they took a wrong turn and went to Vegas and never came back. But…that wasn’t true. Those guys were solid. They had wives and kids and lovers they thought hung the moon and jobs and businesses—they weren’t the kind to cut and run.”

      “It seems to be connected to that new part of the forest they opened up for hunting,” I said, savoring the last of my wine. “Do you know if anyone’s seen anything? It can’t swallow up everyone’s who’s hunted there.”

      Sara frowned. “People talk. I’ve heard stories about strange lights in the skies and dogs barking when there shouldn’t have been any dogs nearby. A couple of guys claimed to have been out on the nights when the others vanished, and they said they felt something rush by like a freight train and ran the other direction.” She shrugged. “No way to know whether it’s just a good story, but that’s what’s out there.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. I wondered whether I should have brought Father Leo along. Buzzkill for the date, but maybe this was too big for a one-man job.

      “Promise you’ll be careful.” Sara’s hand was warm, and the look in her eyes made me happy and a little scared all at once.

      “I promise,” I replied. And for the first time in a long while, I truly cared about making it back from the hunt in one piece.

      We held hands in the truck on the way back. I’d have to remember that restaurant; in nice weather, it would have been a pleasant walk. When we reached the B&B, I leaned in for a kiss. Sara stretched up to reach me, and for just a few moments, we lingered in the foyer, trading kisses that held a promise for more.

      By unspoken agreement, we were taking things slow. We’d both been hurt, and maybe neither of us knew what we wanted out of…whatever this thing between us turned out to be. I had my shop and my life back in Atlantic. She had the B&B and her life here. People had worked through worse odds. Hell, my parents courted long-distance when he was in ‘Nam. If we wanted to figure it out, we would. But, it was too soon for those worries. Too soon for more than warm kisses and the way she felt so good pressed up against me. And then we were stepping back, and she brushed her lips across my cheek.

      “Go get ‘em,” she said. “But be sure you come back.”
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      “Fuck. It’s the Wild Hunt.” I stared at the laptop and ran my hand back through my hair.

      It made sense. A once a year reaping, in an area the original inhabitants considered to be cursed, with strange lights and monsters that hunted in a pack and “swooped” down from the sky.

      I re-read the lore around the Wild Hunt. People all over Europe had told stories for hundreds of years about a frightening cavalcade of spirits that rode the night skies during winter and harvested unlucky souls who would be doomed to ride with them forever. The baying of ghostly hounds and the clatter of spectral hoof beats went right along with the legend.

      Some of the stories blamed the fey, while others said Odin himself led the hunt. Still more named the Erlking or Perchta as the leaders, frightening creatures known for a taste for blood. No matter who was in charge, the Hunt looked like an invincible foe.

      I’d need to think about how to defeat the Wild Hunt, and no good ideas came to mind. So, in the meantime, I figured it might help to learn a little more about the men who vanished.

      “Hey Steve,” I said, calling up my cop friend. “I need a favor.”
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      Two hours later, Steve Louden and I had holed up in the back booth at Patterson’s Diner with a slew of folders spread across the table plus my laptop and two bottomless cups of coffee. Unlike Sheriff Sumbitch, I trusted Steve, who had been one of the guys who hauled my ass out of the woods when the wendigo attacked. Lucky for me, he also knew about the kind of creatures I hunted.

      “Thirty guys vanished, one at a time, over five years, and no one blinks?” I asked.

      Steve looked a little offended. “We investigated,” he replied tartly. “We just didn’t find anything to go on. Look at the reports.”

      I sighed. “Didn’t mean it the way it sounded,” I said, trying to smooth things over. “One at a time, it probably didn’t seem connected.”

      “Oh, we tried to find connections,” Steve corrected me. “We looked at serial killer profiles, tried to see if there were aggressive bears, or maybe a cougar. Nothing.”

      “And you’re sure the men actually were out hunting when they vanished?” I had to ask. “They didn’t just pull a runner?”

      Steve passed a hand over his face. “We thought of that, too. Believe me, we would have preferred to find out that they were alive and living with a stripper in Vegas than just gone—poof—off the face of the Earth. But nothing.” He took a swig of coffee and smiled as the server came by with a refill.

      “And here’s the thing—most people who decide to chuck it all and disappear slip up sooner or later. They use a credit card or access an ATM or get pulled over for speeding. Something from their past trips them up, and they show up on the radar. But these guys? Nada.”

      I flipped the nearest folder open. Marvin Keller had been forty-five years old. Divorced. No kids. Lost his job when a local factory shut down and ended up working as a janitor. Huh. I reached for the next folder. Rick Vernon had a similar story. Lost a nasty enough custody battle with his ex-wife that the cops thought she might have offed him. On probation at work for coming in late and hungover. The third file told the sad tale of Burt Walker, recently widowed, retired, with no close family and few friends. One of the notes said that witnesses claimed he took long walks at all hours and had seemed depressed.

      “What?” Steve asked. “You’ve got that look.”

      I smirked. “Who, me?” I put down the file and looked at the rest of the folders. “Can you tell me if all of the men who vanished could have been considered depressed, maybe even suicidal?”

      Steve frowned. “You think they killed themselves? We would have found bodies.”

      I shook my head. “No. But some supernatural entities are attracted to negative emotions. The three files I read had the blues written all over them. You said the victims were all different ages, incomes, professions, hell, even ethnicity. So there has to be something in common because other guys went hunting around the same time and walked back out.”

      It only took us a few minutes to comb through the rest of the files and confirm my theory. Steve slid down into his seat and drained his coffee. “Shit. You’re right. They all had good reasons to be depressed.” He looked up at me, confusion clear on his face. “But still, there are probably hundreds of people around here who are having a rough time of it. They don’t disappear into thin air. Why these guys?”

      I shrugged. “Wrong place at the wrong time. They didn’t vanish walking down the sidewalk. They were out in the ass end of nowhere in an area that scared the crap out of the tribes that used to live here. That stretch of forest has probably belonged to the Wild Hunt for a lot longer than there’s been a town.”

      “What did it do for victims before then?” Steve challenged. “Or when the area was closed to hunting for about a hundred years. Long time to go without a meal.”

      I nursed my coffee, thinking. “The Wild Hunt doesn’t eat the people it takes. At least, not according to most legends. It kinda shanghais them to ride along forever. But maybe some people are more willing than others.”

      “So you think maybe even when the forest was off limits, it, what, called people to the hunt?”

      “Maybe. There are cliffs with a reputation for enticing suicidal people to their deaths,” I replied. “All those lovers’ leap places.”

      Steve straightened as a thought hit him. “How are you going to stop it?”

      “Haven’t figured it out yet, but I’ll come up with something.”

      “Can you shoot them? You know, silver bullets and all?”

      “No idea, but probably not. And if there’s a whole group plus a pack of hounds, I’d need an AK.”

      “We tend to discourage those for deer hunting,” Steve remarked.

      “At least, if you want anything left of the deer.”

      “Do you need backup?” he offered. “I have a couple of friends who are retired from the force, and they’d come out with us, no questions asked.”

      I shook my head. “Thanks, but I don’t want to put anyone else in danger since it’s not like we can ambush them. I’m going to go back and look over the lore again. There’s got to be a way around this without going in full metal jacket.”

      “If we don’t close the area off, it’ll keep happening.”

      “Yeah. Can’t tell the Park Service the truth, but maybe there’s something dangerous to blame the disappearances on that gets that area blocked as a hazard.”

      “I’ll work on it,” Steve promised, finishing the last of his coffee. “I’ve got some friends who might be able to pull some strings. Just, be careful.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said with a laugh. “Sara has already warned me that she’ll haul my sorry soul back from Purgatory and rip me a new one if I let anything happen.”

      Steve grinned. “Good. She’s a fearsome woman, and a damned good catch if you can hang onto her,” he added.

      “I intend to do my best,” I replied. And to my surprise, I realized that I meant it.

      [image: ]

      The afternoon passed quickly as I poured over all the information I could find about the Wild Hunt, not just on the regular internet, but on the Occulatum’s Dark Web hunter information sites and some other, more dodgy sources that catered to customers working both sides of the supernatural street.

      Now and again, I heard Sara singing to herself as she and the housekeeper made up the rooms, cleaned, and went through their daily routine. I hadn’t really thought about what it took to keep the place running. Sara seemed to enjoy the work, as well as the constant stream of new people and returning guests who came through the inn and who became instant friends.

      Doubt stabbed at me again. Sara and I were tiptoeing into…something. We had barely gotten past a kiss goodnight, but I felt a stronger attraction to her than I’d felt to anyone since Lara and I broke up. I wondered if she felt the same, and what that would eventually lead to. We both had baggage, but mine seemed heavier, and whether or not I was much of a catch seemed highly debatable. Still, she hadn’t kicked me to the curb, so maybe all wasn’t lost quite yet.

      Reluctantly, I turned back to my research. Depending on the version of the story I read, there were a few loopholes for dealing with the Wild Hunt. Running away and covering your ears was the most popular. I couldn’t blame anyone for that, but it wasn’t going to accomplish my goal.

      A few of the legends involved tricking the leader of the Hunt with a riddle. I sucked at knock-knock jokes and was worse at riddles, even the ones that came in fortune cookies and inside gum wrappers.

      Some stories said that the leader gave each man a choice before conscripting him into his ghostly posse, while others made it sound more like a raid for hostages. But one or two tales involved a bargain, either a promise to be kept or some kind of barter. That sounded more promising than anything else I’d read, but I had no idea what to get for a dead guy who had everything.

      As I debated the possibilities, I heard a knock at the door. “Come in,” I called.

      Sara poked her head inside. “Is coffee too much of an interruption?”

      I smiled. “Never. Especially not if you brought two cups.”

      She returned the smile. “Just one cup, but there’s a whole pot so you can have refills.” She set the tray with the coffee on the other side of the table and perched on the edge of the second chair. “Find anything useful?”

      I didn’t want to worry her more than necessary, so I withheld the insights gained from going over the missing men’s files. “I think I’ve got a lead or two. Still trying to come up with a plan.”

      “Is that how it works for you? Run in first, make it up as you go?”

      I couldn’t quite get a fix on her tone, but I figured it for a mix of worry and warning.

      “Problem is, you can make all the pretty plans you want, and it all goes to hell once you’re in the thick of things,” I said, pouring a cup of coffee and taking a gulp that burned the whole way down. “I try to be prepared,” I nodded toward the laptop, “and have a couple of game plans in mind. But when it all comes down to the wire, that’s when you’ve got to improvise.” I paused. “And it’s not just me. I’ve heard it from all the hunters I know.”

      Sara sighed. “I understand. Truly. My brother was in the army, and he said the same thing about battles. Lots of nice plans and maps, and then it all goes ass-side upwards when the shooting starts.”

      “Steve’s going to see if he can get the wheels turning to put that part of the forest out of bounds again.”

      “In case you can’t kill whatever it is?”

      I sucked down the rest of the coffee and poured more. “I’m pretty sure I can’t kill it. But I might be able to make some kind of deal with it.”

      She frowned. “Don’t sell your soul. I kinda like you the way you are.”

      Despite her joking tone, I felt a strange warmth in my chest at her words. “Thanks. Me too—I mean, I like you—”

      “I know,” she chuckled and patted my knee. “But seriously, don’t put yourself in a corner. Aren’t supernatural creatures supposed to be greedy? Maybe there’s a way to bribe it—”

      My eyes widened. I leaned forward and gave her a big kiss. “That’s it! You’re a genius!”

      She kissed me back, and the warmth over my heart went south quickly. I shifted, hoping she didn’t notice, but kind of happy that apparently, the rest of my body liked her just fine, too.

      “Don’t tell me now. I’ll just worry. But when you come back,” she added, “I want to hear all about it. Maybe we can celebrate.” Her eyes promised mischief, and perhaps more.

      “That sounds like the kind of plan I can stick to.”
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      Every hunt feels different. Sometimes, the adrenaline buzz is like good whiskey, only it doesn’t dull the senses, it sharpens them until it feels like I could see like a hawk, hear like a wolf, react like a cheetah. Other times, there’s ice in my belly, and time seems to slow down like in one of those movies where people hover in midair when they kick someone. That doesn’t actually happen, but it feels like it could.

      Tonight, I thought I might throw up.

      I had my gear bag over my shoulder and my shotgun in hand, for all the good it would do me. I couldn’t fire salt rounds fast enough to take on an entire hunting party of ghosts, and I didn’t figure that just shooting the leader would make the rest of them leave. Ditto for the iron crowbar and the silver knives—they worked great one-on-one, but I was wading into one of those big fox hunts like on TV, only everybody but me was dead. Well, me and any foxes that might be dumb enough to get close.

      Sara hadn’t been around when I left, and I figured it spared both of us an awkward parting. I planned to come back, more or less in one piece, but no hunt is a sure thing, and this one certainly wasn’t going to be a milk run. Slipping out had been easier, and we could save the talking for later. If there was a later.

      Stars shone brightly in a clear night sky. The lack of clouds contributed to the bitter cold, although Kane had a reputation for being the “ice box” of Pennsylvania, and in my experience, the nickname was well-deserved. We weren’t far from the New York border, and the higher elevation meant colder temperatures and more snow. My heavy parka, scarf, and gloves kept the worst of the chill away, but nobody in his right mind went deep into the woods at night alone in this kind of weather.

      I’d always been just a little crazy.

      Gus materialized near where I’d left the six pack, and when I passed his tree, I noticed that the cans were open and crushed. That made me happy, thinking the guy could still enjoy a brewski on the other side of the Veil. Next time, I vowed to bring him a bottle of Jack to refill the flask I’d seen him pull from his jacket.

      Gus fell into step beside me, and I knew what he meant by the quizzical tilt of his head. “Yeah, I think I’ve got something figured out,” I said, watching as my breath froze and trying not to breathe in too quickly and make my lungs seize up from the cold. “Don’t know if it’ll work or not.”

      He made a gesture that I took to mean he was coming with me, and I shook my head. “No,” I said.

      Gus looked at me in exasperation, and his hand swept from his head to his feet. I guessed that he meant he was already dead, so what the hell was my problem.

      “I don’t know if they could make you come with them,” I said. “These Wild Hunt ghosts are badass. Ancient. They might not give you a choice.” I paused. “Unless…you’re tired of being here.”

      Gus shrugged. I knew he helped out deer hunters and guys like me when we came through, and he’d probably saved more than a couple lost kids and hikers over the years. But the woods could be awfully quiet and empty, and maybe that got lonely. He looked like he considered the options. Then he frowned and shook his head.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Because it’s not just the hunting. I mean, that could be fun, swooping around on ghost horses, with ghost dogs baying at the moon. Kinda cool, huh? But not the taking people part,” I said, sobering. “That’s not right.”

      Gus nodded. Then he pointed to his eyes and back to me. We were back to charades with the dead. “You’re watching me? You’re going to keep an eye on me?”

      He looked disgusted. Great. I could even annoy the dead.

      “Oh—you’ll keep a lookout?”

      He touched his finger to the tip of his nose. “Okay. Thanks. I could use a good lookout.”

      A full moon reflected off the snow, making the woods surprisingly bright. A few more inches had fallen since my last trek this way, wiping out my footprints. Gus led the way, although I had the coordinates. If tonight went rough, I’d be glad for his help getting back to the car. I hoped to have that problem, given all the ways this could go south.

      Gus stopped at the old fence. I knew from the look on his face he didn’t want to, but I couldn’t risk having him get shanghaied, and I didn’t want the distraction of worrying about him.

      I felt a change when I crossed over the boundary into the forbidden lands. A cold settled in my bones that had nothing to do with the frosty night. The moonlight made everything sharper, from the silhouettes of the trees to the crunch of the snow beneath my boots. I could feel my heart thudding in my chest, reassuring me that despite the cold, my blood still ran warm in my veins, reaffirming life.

      The woods opened onto a clearing. I hadn’t come this far before, but now I felt drawn to the open stretch of untouched snow that glowed blue in the cold light. This was the place. I knew it in my hindbrain, in the place where collective memory lives and dreams reveal old truths.

      The farther I walked from the fence, the more the shadows wound around my heart. I cared about Sara, but what could she possibly see in someone like me? I’d failed at my first marriage, and I’d let down the people who counted on me to have their back—my dad, Uncle Christoph, Greg, and Sean. If it weren’t for Pete covering for me at the garage, I’d have run that business into the ground with my obsession for vengeance. And even as a monster hunter went, I was a fuck-up, managing to get the creature only after it handed me my ass. Comedy relief, not the hero.

      Despite my heavy jacket, the cold seeped into my blood, slowing my heart, stealing my breath. I’d go back to a dog and an empty cabin, back to the nightmares and the guilt, back to the whiskey that kept me company more nights than I admitted to anyone, even myself. My own sister-in-law hated my guts, for good reason. She blamed me for Sean’s death. And she was right. I had no business living when they died. No right to make it out and leave them behind. I should have ended it, right then. And instead, I’d fucked up my marriage and nearly dragged Lara down with me. God, I was pathetic.

      But I could make it right. I could do what I should have done long ago. No more nightmares, no more loneliness, no more emptiness.

      I set my gear bag down on the snow, worked the frozen zipper, and pulled out the troll’s horn-trumpet. It crossed my mind that the mouthpiece was probably covered in troll spit, so I picked up a handful of snow and ground it over the mouthpiece until it was clean enough. Then I put the horn to my lips and blew with all my might.

      I expected a god-awful sound, like the one and only time I tried to play a saxophone and it sounded like a cow giving birth. Instead, a pure, clear note rang out over the still forest, carrying across the cold air along with the wind.

      From afar, dogs bayed, a chilling, hollow sound. Deep inside, we’re all prey, and we know it. The hounds howled again, closer now.

      I looked up into the clear sky and saw a dark streak across the stars. If I’d been a kid, I might have thought Santa and his reindeer flew early, but there’d be nothing jolly or generous about the riders who came to answer my summons.

      As they drew nearer, the heavy thunder of galloping horses echoed from the rocks and trees. I’d heard that kind of pounding beat at the race track, but this time, I knew they were heading right for me, hard hooves shod in sharp iron that could cut me to ribbons and trample me to a pulp.

      I squared my shoulders and stood up tall. A glance behind me assured that Gus stayed at his post. Whatever was coming my way, I’d face it alone.

      The dark blur in the sky gained definition as it drew closer, and I could see wild black stallions, their manes and tails whipped by the wind. Not racing steeds. These were war horses, huge and powerful. Ghastly riders urged them on, the withered remains of what had once been men, the hunters snatched from this very field.

      And at the fore of the Hunt rode its terrible leader. I had wondered who would lead the way, whether one-eyed Father Odin on his eight-legged horse with a raven flying ahead of him or one of the other tarnished warriors of the past said to lead the cavalcade. But the figure in front wore a black cloak and hunched over his dark steed like the Reaper himself, and my heart shuddered beneath my ribs.

      The noise roared like a freight train, like the whole Kentucky Derby rode me down, but I stood my ground, gripping the troll horn until I feared it would splinter around my fingers.

      The riders circled me, never touching the ground, yet I saw the steam of their mounts’ breath and felt the air stir as they rode past. Black dogs, their ribs showing through their fur, skin drawn tight over their skulls, watched me with baleful red eyes and lips drawn back to reveal sharp white teeth.

      Then the master of the Hunt dismounted and glided toward me, lowering his hood. I stifled a gasp.

      Perchta loomed over me, horns twisting up from a face that resembled a goat’s skull with a fang-filled mouth. I’d read about him, a dark forest spirit from ancient days, before Christ, before the Romans, maybe even before the Druids. He had the body of a man and the feet of a goat. Six horns sprouted from his skull, some curving backward, others curling around and forward. An obscenely long tongue swept over blackened lips as he regarded me.

      “Why have you called to us? Would you join the Hunt?”

      “I want to offer you a trade,” I managed to stammer. “To stop the deaths this year.”

      His withered skin drew back in a rictus grin. “And what would you offer, mortal? Your soul?” Perchta sniffed the air, scenting me. “You stink of fear and guilt—and grief. Come with us and leave that behind. Ride the winds with us, join the Hunt, and you will be like the gods.”

      “I don’t think I’d make a very good god.” Fuck, even facing down the Grim Reaper, I managed to be a smart ass.

      “You haven’t been a very good man,” Perchta replied. “A failure. You cower in your bed at night, drinking yourself blind so that you don’t wake weeping from your dreams. Who would miss you if you vanished? You’re nobody. Nothing important. But in the Hunt, there is no pain, no sorrow, no regret. We are the thunder and the night wind. Immortal. Invincible.”

      Who would miss me? For a moment, Perchta’s words hit deep. All my failures crowded my memory, accusing and remorseless. One of the dogs howled, and in that instant, I saw Demon’s goofy grin, my Doberman watchdog who loved belly rubs and pizza, and played with squirrels instead of chasing them.

      Demon would miss me. Chiara and Blair, too. Pete at the garage, and Father Leo. Nikki, despite what her mother thought of me. Other friends, like Louie, Steve, Dave Ellison with his tow truck, and the guys at the Drunk Monk. My poker buddies. Sandy and Vince at the diner. And Sara. I might be a failure in a lot of ways, but they were still my friends. They liked me anyhow. They cared. And if I couldn’t hold out for my own sake, I owed it to them to hold out for theirs.

      I lifted my chin and faced the monster. “I bring you a great treasure,” I said and held up the troll horn.

      Here’s where I hoped to hell the internet had its shit together, because what little I could find out online said that troll-worked artifacts were rare and in the right hands, might even have magic. I didn’t have a plan B, so if they were wrong and it was just an old cow horn, I’d be saddled up before you could say “yippie-ki-yay, motherfucker.”

      “How did you get that?” Perchta’s raspy voice sent shivers down my spine, but I gritted my teeth, damned if he’d see my fear.

      “I killed the troll that made it and took it for my own,” I said. “You won’t find another like this.”

      Perchta stretched out a skeletal hand, and I drew back. Terror made me a cocky bastard. “I want your word,” I said, uncomfortably aware that I was small and mortal facing down a force of nature. “Your word that you will take no hunters from here this season. And that I can leave these woods alive.”

      The ghostly horses nickered and chuffed, stamping their hooves in the air, steam rising from their flanks and clouding from their breath. The dogs slunk in and around the huge hooves, eyeing me and growling low in their throats. Perchta regarded me in icy silence, and I knew the truth of being weighed in the balance. I prepared myself to be found wanting.

      “You amuse me, hunter,” the gravely voice said after an interminable pause. “You would make this bargain, even if I told you that the men who joined my hunt did so freely, to leave behind their pain?”

      “Yes. Because they can never leave. Pain fades, eventually.”

      Perchta nodded. “True, though time alone heals nothing. I should know.” He held out his bony hand once more. “You have my word, mortal. And I am bound to keep it. No more men taken here this season and safe passage for you from these woods. I swear it.”

      Resisting the urge to spit in my palm and shake on it, I handed over the horn. Perchta looked it over with a collector’s eye. “A good trade. Now go, and do not try my patience a second time.”

      With that, he turned to the restless huntsmen and their massive steeds. Perchta raised the horn to his lips and sounded its otherworldly note.

      I grabbed my bag and ran.

      Gus caught up with me at the fence, but my feet didn’t stop until we were back by the truck in the parking lot. The ghost stayed close to me, staring worriedly as I bent over and heaved for breath, my lungs nearly frozen from running through the frigid air.

      “It’s done,” I wheezed, righting myself with effort and leaning hard on the truck, hoping my skin didn’t stick to the metal. “No more missing hunters this year. Thanks for your help.”

      Gus grinned, doffed his gimme cap as if cheering my success, and then disappeared.

      The ride back to the B&B gave me too much time to think, even as my numb fingers struggled to grip the steering wheel. I’d felt the pull of the Hunt, and the utter desolation that had settled over me when I crossed into the cursed forest hadn’t been anything new, just the same old shit pegging the meter. For a few seconds, Perchta’s offer sounded good, better than I wanted to admit. No more pain. No more guilt. Freedom to ride the wind forever. Even now, part of me longed to go. But more of me wanted to stay.

      Sara waited for me in the parlor, although it was well after midnight. She pulled me inside and shut the door, then pushed back my hood and kissed me soundly. “I was worried,” she murmured. “I was afraid maybe something had gone wrong.”

      I held her close so I didn’t have to meet her eyes. “Worked like a charm,” I said. “Never doubted it for a moment.”

      
        The End
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