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      Gnomes suck.

      Gnomes running amok in a cemetery? Even worse. And since the pointy-capped little creatures had taken a shine to pranking those who came to pay their respects to the dead, I’d been called in to put an end to the malicious hijinks.

      Which explained how a grown-ass man like me ended up squatting down behind a cemetery angel in the middle of the night, looking for a two-foot-tall prankster with a helium-high giggle.

      The fact that this wasn’t the worst way I’d ever spent a Saturday night speaks volumes about my life.

      I heard that high-pitched giggle and tried to get a fix on it. When I’d been called in to solve the cemetery’s gnome problem, the only limitation was that I couldn’t shoot up the headstones in the process. Even I know better than to do that. If the living don’t sue you, the dead will haunt your ass.

      Fortunately, I had plenty of tricks up my flannel sleeves that didn’t involve damaging historic grave markers.

      I’m Mark Wojcik, mechanic and monster hunter. I got into the monster hunting business after a wendigo killed my father, brother, uncle, and cousin—and made me wish I’d died with them. Since I didn’t, I spend a lot of nights just like this, going after the things that go bump in the night. On good nights, I know that I’ve done my best to make the world a safer place. You don’t want to know what I think about on the bad nights.

      Greendale Cemetery has a gnome problem. That’s a shame because it really is a beautiful place to be dead. There’s a big stone arch over the front entrance and a creepy concrete “keeping vault” to store bodies when it’s too damn cold to bury them. Everyone who was anyone in Meadville, PA, got planted here when they died—Revolutionary War soldiers, Civil War vets, and all the people who have streets named after them downtown, as well as the guy who invented Talon zippers. In almost two hundred years, the trees have gotten huge, the azaleas and rhododendron have grown to be enormous, and the ghosts have mellowed out.

      I’d have said it was a perfect place for a long walk to appreciate nature if it weren’t for the damn gnome.

      That creepy, high-pitched laugh sounded again, and I knew the game was on. I shifted to get a better view. Dusk had fallen, so the cemetery gates were closed, which meant I didn’t have to worry about bystanders. Just me and the gnome, which already made it an unfair fight.

      Unfortunately, unfair for me.

      I knew the pesky little bugger was trying to lure me into a trap, but I couldn’t sit around all night waiting for a good shot. I dodged from the cover of the weeping stone angel, heading across a short open space for the shelter of a large granite obelisk.

      My foot caught on a trip wire of spun gossamer—strong and almost impossible to see—and I went down, face first on a freshly dug grave. I came up sputtering with a mouthful of dirt and wilted carnations, picking greenery off my sweatshirt. The gnome laughed harder, and I felt my temper rise. This was exactly the kind of mean-spirited tomfoolery the gnome had been playing on visitors, and needless to say, bereaved family members didn’t take kindly to being pranked.

      I made it to the obelisk, still shaking off dirt and flower petals. In the distance, I heard the faint sound of drumming and smiled. I glanced to my right, and the ghost of Norbert Jones shot me the peace sign from where he sat on a tree stump with his bongo. Norbert had been a college student back in the seventies, when sneaking into the cemetery for keggers had been all the rage, and the local cops mainly turned a blind eye so long as no one did any damage. Norbert must have been one toke over the line the night he died because he managed to fall into the ravine behind the cemetery along with his bongo and the keg. The keg hit Norbert in the head, and that sent his future up in smoke faster than a cheap blunt.

      I signaled Norbert, trying to get eyes on the gnome. When I put both hands on the top of my head, pressing my fingers together to mimic the gnome’s pointy red hat, Norbert looked perplexed, then grinned and gave me a thumbs-up. He jumped onto the stump and put his hand above his eyes like a scout, then pointed off to my left. I waved my thanks and moved as stealthily as I could toward where I caught just a brief glimpse of a red tip.

      I moved the stick I’d grabbed from beneath one of the big trees back and forth in front of me like a blind man’s cane and managed to avoid setting off the next tripwire. At least I thought I had until I moved to go around the trap, only to walk into another wire at waist height that brought several precariously-perched flower pots down onto my head and shoulders from where the gnome had set them high up on two tall monuments.

      I growled under my breath as I brushed away potting soil and bits of broken clay pots. I’d been lucky that the pots only clipped the side of my head, landing mostly on my back and shoulders. They were heavy enough to have given me a real goose egg, maybe even a mild concussion, if they’d have hit me square on.

      I’d set a trap of my own, back at the big mausoleum by the front gate, but herding gnomes was harder than it looked. I slipped among the monuments to get a better shot, raised my wrist-brace slingshot, and fired a plastic Pokémon ball full of iron shavings aimed right for the back of the gnome’s red-capped head.

      The ball cracked open on impact, spraying the gnome with powdered iron, and he screamed, jumped into the air, and took off like I’d dropped fire ants down his pants. Iron burns fey creatures, and I was just fine with giving the gnome a rash he wouldn’t forget. Unfortunately, he headed in the opposite direction of the front gate, so I had to chase after him, and this time when I fired, I intentionally hit off to one side—close enough to shower him with iron but steering his escape back in the direction I wanted him to go.

      When I moved to follow him, all of a sudden the sprinklers came to life, dousing me with cold water and—not coincidentally—washing the iron filings off the gnome, who squealed and jumped up and down in the water, glaring at me and gnashing his teeth.

      I noticed that Norbert followed me, still drumming on his bongo, with an expression of bemused curiosity I chalked up to all the weed he’d smoked before he went to the Great Beyond. His long blond hair was caught back in a ponytail, and his tie-dye shirt and bell bottoms made me think that all he was missing was a big dog and a psychedelic van.

      A sopping wet, pissed off gnome headed right for me at full speed. Everybody sees those resin statues and thinks that with stubby little legs, gnomes would be slow. Hell, no. This gnome moved faster than Aunt Trudy’s dachshund snatching a hot dog at the neighborhood barbecue. The next thing I knew, the gnome leaped into the air and caught me full in the chest. I felt like I’d gotten hit with a bowling ball, and the surprisingly dense gnome toppled me over, right into a pile of leaves and compost near the edge of the ravine.

      We went down with a thud, with the gnome pummeling me with his tiny fists and pointy boots. Then the son of a bitch bit me, sinking his sharp teeth into the meat of my forearm. I swung a left hook and clocked that little asshole right in the side of the head, but he hung on like a pit bull, and I wondered if gnomes carried rabies.

      We slid and slipped in the rotting compost like wrestlers in a vat of slimy green Jell-O. I needed to get him to let go with his jaw, but no matter how I tried to pry him loose, he held on, keeping him close enough to kick and punch my chest and gut. His fists and feet felt like stone, and I knew I’d be bruised and sore as hell tomorrow, not to mention having a bite on my arm like a Rottweiler used me for a chew toy.

      The gnome kicked me again, and out of sheer fury, I moved my arm to pull the little biter over my knee and smacked him hard on his droopy little ass. That must have surprised him because he opened his mouth in shock, and I snatched my arm back out of reach. Then he launched himself right at my waist, and I knew there was no way in hell he was going to latch on to the family jewels.

      I brought both fists down on top his red hat, knocking the gnome to the ground, and the damn thing went for my ankles. A kick with my steel-toed shitkickers usually ended this kind of misunderstanding, but gnomes are made out of enchanted stone, and it hurt me more than it hurt him.

      The next time the gnome tackled me, we went down in the mud, rolling around like the Glorious Ladies of Wrestling, with me scratching for a hold on his baggy shirt and him snapping his teeth for another good bite of any meaty bit he could reach. We were both covered in mud and leaf muck, dripping wet, and before I knew it, we either rolled right over the edge of the ravine, or the soggy earth dropped away beneath us. Either way, I fell, and the bottom was a long way down.

      I grabbed at the gnome and caught him by the waist of his pants because I wasn’t going to let him get away, even if they had to pry my cold dead fingers from around him. That’s when something icy and unnaturally strong grabbed my arm and flipped me into the air, sending me sprawling back onto solid ground.

      Norbert Jones wiped the mud from his ghostly hands and gave me a thumbs-up, looking extremely satisfied that he’d saved me from the fall that had killed him. Before I had a chance to thank him, I realized that instead of still having a hold on the gnome, all I held were his baggy pants and that the bare-assed little bastard was running away from me, streaking through the cemetery.

      “Thanks,” I yelled over my shoulder, as I took off after the gnome.

      “Come back here!” I shouted, but all he did was turn the other cheek. I did not need the mental image of the gnome with his teeny-weeny wiener dodging around and over the tombstones like a naked track and field event. I went right after him and managed to miss two of the traps he tried to lead me into, so I felt mighty proud of myself. But as we neared the front of the graveyard, I swung around a tall pillar monument and felt my feet go out from under me on a slick patch of soggy lawn clippings.

      That damn gnome giggled when I started to go down. But instead of falling backward onto my ass, I dove forward, using the stretch of decomposing vegetation like a slimy Slip’N Slide. I grabbed the gnome by its hips, tried not to think about what was at eye level, and held on for dear life. When I ran out of slime, I kept a hold of him and rolled until we reached the door of the mausoleum where I’d set my trap.

      I hurled that gnome into the mausoleum like I was throwing a pass on the Steeler fifty-yard line, shrugged out of the pack I wore, and grabbed for my secret weapon. While the gnome lay upside-down and stunned, I leveled a grenade launcher right at his naked ass.

      “Say hello to my little friend,” I muttered. “Meet Big Bertha.” I pulled the trigger, firing a shell filled with holy water, salt, and iron filings. The break-away shell shattered on impact, flooding the inside of the mausoleum. I knew the mixture would weaken the gnome, and so I hauled myself onto my feet and grabbed the stunned ankle biter before he could collect his wits. I clamped cold iron manacles around his wrists and legs, keeping well back from his sharp teeth.

      Then I lifted him by the chain between his feet, trying to ignore his dinky ding-dong flapping in the breeze. I didn’t like doing it, but I still had to read him his rights.

      “According to the Feral Fey Accords of 2011, you will be moved to a sanctuary location approved under the Gnome Relocation Act. If you are caught causing more trouble, the Accords and the Act permit us to report you to bounty hunters, who are licensed to turn your stone ass into gravel. Have I made myself clear?” I gave him a shake just to let him know I was pissed, in case he had somehow missed that.

      I’d take his grunt as a “yes.”

      Dripping with mud, covered in leaf muck and slimy grass clippings, I picked up my pack and slung it over my back. The gnome, I carried upside-down and tried not to let his head bump into too many things on the way back to my truck. I tossed him into the iron cage I kept for just such occasions and glared at him as he swore at me.

      “It’s your own damn fault,” I said, tossing his pants between the bars and reaching for the tarp I used to cover the contents of the cage from curious onlookers. “If you had left the visitors alone, I wouldn’t have gotten called in.” He kicked at the cage and gave me a murderous look.

      “Give me a break,” I muttered as I slung the tarp over the cage. “You’ll like Saskatchewan. I hear it’s nice this time of year.” The Feral Fey Relocation Center was up in the far reaches of the province that even Canadians think is cold. The gnome banged at the cage again. I banged back.

      “Quit yer bitchin’,” I grumbled, as I got into the truck. “I gave you back your damn pants.”

      I speed dialed Father Leo. “I’ve got him,” I said as soon as I heard him pick up.

      “How much damage do we need to clean up?” Father Leo asked. He’s a damn fine priest, a good poker buddy, and my contact to the Occulatum, the secret arm of the Vatican that oversees and supplies guys like me.

      “Surprisingly little to the cemetery,” I replied. The cage rattled around in the back of the truck, and I figured the gnome was throwing himself against the bars. I spiked the brakes, which slammed the cage and its temperamental stone prisoner into the back of the cab. That might have rattled his rocks, I thought. “As for me, nothing worse than a bite and some bruises.” I wasn’t going to admit that the short little fucker threw me off a cliff.

      “Good,” Father Leo replied, although the humor in his voice told me he might suspect the night didn’t go smoothly. “Bring him in. I’ll let the Feral Fey folks know, and they can come to pick him up.”

      “Can you say that five times fast? Feral Fey folks?” I asked. I swear I heard him roll his eyes. “Aren’t they all shifters? Don’t they have problems coming through Customs? Aunt Trudy couldn’t get her dachshund across the border, but the wolf guys can come and go as they please?”

      “If your aunt’s dachshund could change into a person to cross over, he’d have probably gotten right through security,” Father Leo said with belabored patience. “The FFRC agents don’t travel in their wolf form. And they’re the best equipped to deal with low-level fairy repeat offenders, like your gnome.”

      “He’s not my gnome,” I grumbled, hitting the brakes again to silence my unwilling passenger. “I’m driving straight to your place. Can’t be rid of him soon enough.”

      “Nice work, Mark,” Father Leo said, and I knew that he understood all the shit that went with the job. I might not be happy about having mud down my shirt or grass slime in my skivvies, but the job was done, and people could go plant marigolds around relatives’ headstones in peace. As hunts go, I wasn’t too much worse for the wear. And I had ESPN and some cold beer waiting for me when I got home. I knew when to count my blessings.
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      By the time I made it to St. Gemma Galgani, Father Leo’s church out in Geneva, I’d spiked the brakes more often than a nervous teenager taking his driving test. Father Leo was sitting on the back steps waiting for me. Leonardo Morelli, aka Father Leo, was the older brother of my friend Tom. Just shy of forty with wavy dark hair and big brown eyes, he probably broke a lot of hearts when he went into the priesthood.

      “Sure is a spitfire,” Father Leo said when I pulled off the tarp. The gnome threw himself against the bars like he was in a cage match, but at least he’d put his pants back on.

      “That’s one way of putting it,” I replied. “I might have used some other terms.”

      Father Leo gave me a sidelong look that was more indulgent than judgmental. For a priest, he’s a pretty okay guy. “They say there are no atheists in foxholes,” he replied. “That may or may not be true. But I do believe the good Lord understands and gives dispensation to words said in the heat of battle.”

      I sincerely hoped so, or I was screwed six ways to Sunday.

      Our contact showed up faster than I expected. “That was pretty quick to get here from Saskatchewan,” I said. The FFRC agent might have been in human form, but he moved like a predator. If I hadn’t known he was a wolf shifter, I would have bet Special Ops or Navy SEAL. His dark brown hair had flecks of gray, although I wouldn’t have put his age much past mid-thirties, like me. Blue eyes tracked every motion, wary and watchful. And while I do my best to stay in shape, given the job, this guy looked like he bench pressed VW Beetles. Being a wolf apparently was a good workout.

      “Fortunately, I was in the area,” the Feral Fey guy said. “Had a couple of other pick-ups down in Pittsburgh.” He shook his head. “No offense, but your neck of the woods sure seems to draw the crazies.”

      I couldn’t argue that. “Keeps things interesting,” I replied. “What happens to him now?”

      The gnome glared at us with his hands on his hips. His red hat sat askew, and he looked like he wanted to chew me into little bitty pieces, but at least he had his damn pants on.

      “We have a high-ensorcelled-security compound a long way from everywhere,” he replied. “Iron fencing, plants that repel the fey, magical wardings. Guards are shifters and witches. Maybe a vamp or two on the night rotation. Whole place is filled with iron. If there are individuals who might be rehabilitated, we’ll work with them, but most are too dangerous to ever release.”

      “And the fey let you get away with that?” I did my best to steer clear of the Old Ones, but everything I’d heard told me that they held grudges and had very long memories.

      “We’re doing them a favor,” the shifter replied. “The kind that come to us are outcast. Saves the rest of the fey from having to do the dirty work.”

      Now that, I could believe.

      It took all three of us to get the gnome’s cage situated in the guy’s truck. “The good news is, we’ve got a cargo plane coming in tonight. Saves me from a long drive and skips the awkward questions at the border.” He climbed into his truck. “Thanks for the call, Father. Nice to meet you, Wojcik.”

      As usual, he mangled my last name. It’s “voy-chick,” but it’s easier to answer to “woj-sick” than correct everyone. With that last indignity, the FFRC guy headed out, taking our problem gnome off our hands.

      I turned back to Father Leo. “Now, what about this new job?”

      He motioned for me to take a seat on the steps beside him. “Got a call from a friend of mine up in Waterford. Ever been up that way?”

      I nodded. It’s a little town on a back road up to Erie, and it gets more than its share of snow in the winter. “Yeah, I’ve been there. Not for a while.”

      “There’s a historic old building up there, the Eagle Hotel. Been around since Revolutionary times. Got turned into a museum and a restaurant a while back, and now and then they do special events there.”

      “Sounds pretty tame to me.”

      He shrugged. “It usually is. Except now, it’s not. And that’s where you come in.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “The hotel has always been haunted,” Father Leo said. “Until now, it’s been harmless—items get moved around, people report hearing a woman’s voice or a baby crying.”

      “And now?” I knew he was working up to something. I don’t get called in for nuisance ghosts.

      He took a deep breath. “Now we’ve got a Revolutionary War soldier and a French and Indian War soldier who square off and fire their muskets at each other. A ghost of a housekeeper goes shrieking through the main hallway, and people hear a child’s voice and breaking glass, but when they go into the room, there’s no child and no broken glass.”

      I gave him a look. “Still, not my kind of thing. What’s the real problem?”

      “Three people have been attacked in the past two weeks, but there are no footprints, no fingerprints, and nobody showed up on the security cameras,” he replied. “The ghost sneaks up behind them and chokes them until they pass out, military style, but doesn’t kill them.”

      “That’s bad for business,” I replied. “Do we know who it is and why the ghosts suddenly went into overdrive?”

      Father Leo shook his head. “If I knew that, we wouldn’t have to pay you the big bucks.”

      “Har-de-har-har,” I replied. I get a stipend from the Occulatum, but most of it goes to cover my co-pay at the doctor’s, getting patched up from doing the work.

      “One of the docents thought he caught a glimpse of a tricorn hat,” Father Leo replied. “And a man he swore was Mad Anthony Wayne.”

      The name sounded vaguely familiar. “Who?”

      “A Revolutionary War general known for his temper, hence the nickname,” Father Leo replied. “Spent a lot of time up around Waterford during the war, and on a visit years later, died near Erie and was buried up there. A few years after that, Mad Anthony’s son came to claim the body. Dug it up, boiled off the flesh, and packed the bones into saddlebags for the trip down to his home in Georgia. The flesh is buried near Erie. Legend has it that not all of the bones made it down south.”

      “And you think Mad Anthony is looking for his missing bones?”

      “Maybe.”

      I frowned. “Doesn’t explain why he came back now.”

      Father Leo grinned. “That’s where you come in. Just—be careful. Mad Anthony was known as a cunning warrior and a fearsome fighter. It sounds like he’s still dangerous. Don’t take chances.”

      “I’m sorry, have you met me?”

      Father Leo rolled his eyes. “Don’t take more chances than usual then, Mark. You still owe the parish charity fund money from our last poker game.”
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      The Eagle Hotel, a three-story stone hotel in downtown Waterford, looked peaceful enough. With its red, white, and blue bunting around the window boxes and the painted sign proclaiming its name above the door, it looked charming and lousy with history. It had stopped being an inn long ago, and now, while a restaurant claimed the downstairs, the top two floors were part of a local museum. I might have gone to the museum on a field trip as a kid, back before I knew ghosts were real.

      I parked my truck a few blocks away and walked past the hotel and around the block to get a feel for the place. The small lawn had been neatly trimmed, and electric candles glimmered in the windows, shimmering more than usual with the old, wavy glass. Father Leo’s contact had given me a key, both to the restaurant and to the museum, but I wanted to scope out the whole setting before going inside.

      The back gate wasn’t locked, and I let myself inside, crossing the yard for a good look at the rear of the old hotel. I’m not a medium, and I’m sure as hell not a ghost whisperer—I tend to yell loudly at ghosts when I encounter them. But I felt a shift in the air all around me when I got close to the stone building, and it sent a warning prickle down my spine.

      Right before a gun blasted behind me, and I nearly lost the hearing in my left ear.

      I dropped to the ground and rolled toward the bushes, trying to get out of the line of fire. Someone returned fire, and I kept my head down.

      It took a few seconds to realize that one person was firing a musket, and the other a breechloader rifle. I know my guns, even the old-fashioned ones. I have a few friends who are die-hard re-enactors. And the volley of gunshots that had me pinned down shouldn’t have happened in the same century, let alone in this century.

      I chanced a look over the bushes, long enough to rest assured that I was not about to die in a hail of bullets. Just as I gathered the courage to get to my feet, the gunfire stopped. I dusted off my pants and stepped into the yard, and that’s when someone tackled me from behind.

      The weight of a man’s body knocked me forward as a strong arm came around my neck and pressed against my throat. Fortunately, Father Leo had warned me about Mad Anthony’s little trick, and I was ready for him. I grabbed the iron knife from my belt sheath and plunged the point backward, right into what should have been my attacker’s midsection.

      The ghost let go immediately and stepped back. When I turned around, no one was in sight. I rubbed my throat, sure that if I hadn’t been prepared, I would have ended up unconscious in the middle of the yard and with a hell of a headache when I woke up.

      So why, after all these years, was Mad Anthony Wayne so…mad? What pisses off a two-hundred-year-old Revolutionary War general? I didn’t know, but I needed to find out. Neither the restaurant nor the museum were going to do much business if the general’s ghost kept choking out their customers.

      I headed for the back door, braced this time for phantom gunfire. Just as I put the key in the lock, I heard someone moving behind me.

      “Halt! Police! Put your hands in the air.”

      I had a split second to decide whether or not the cop was real or just a ghost. I erred on the side of caution and lifted my hands open and out to my sides.

      “Turn around,” the cop ordered. I complied, still holding the key to the door.

      “I have permission to be here,” I replied. “Father Leo sent me. I’ve got a key.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “Is there a reason you’re here after the place is closed?”

      I shrugged. “The owners wanted me to see if I could figure out why there’ve been some strange things going on. People have gotten hurt. I’m going to try to fix that.”

      My answer seemed to satisfy him because he holstered his gun. His nametag read “C. Dougherty.”

      “All right,” he said, eyeing the key in my hand. “But how about if I wait down here until you’re done, just to watch your back.”

      It was a statement more than a question, and I didn’t think I got a vote in the matter. “Be careful,” I warned. “There’s a restless ghost who’s been hurting people.”

      He nodded. “I heard about that. Don’t worry. He won’t get me.”

      “Suit yourself,” I muttered, and opened the back door. The building manager had left the security system off, and the decorative candles in the windows gave me enough light that I didn’t need a flashlight.

      I left Officer Dougherty outside and slipped through the restaurant’s kitchen and into the dining area. Everyone had gone home, but the faint scent of beef pot roast lingered, and my stomach growled. I made my way to the center of the room and then stopped. I didn’t sense any cold spots or see any orbs, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. In the distance, I thought I heard a baby cry, but the sound was faint enough it might have come from outside.

      A second key got me into the museum upstairs. Where the electric candles’ glow had given the restaurant a comfortable hominess, here in the museum, they seemed to accentuate the shadows. The two upper floors housed both museum exhibits and offices. The staff areas weren’t high on my list since I figured they were unlikely to have any heirlooms or relics that might have triggered the haunting. The museum itself, however, was another matter.

      Before my hunting days, I wasn’t all that interested in history. Now, researching legends and lore helps me get a jump on the ghosts and bad nasties that I put to rest. Along the way, I’ve become a bit of a history buff because you can’t make stuff that weird up. Who the hell boils his father’s bones and then takes the skeleton on a road trip, leaving bits and pieces along the way?

      The small museum covered Waterford’s long history. George Washington actually did sleep here, in this very hotel, more than once. Several of the displays were dedicated to the French and Indian War, which—interestingly enough—did not involve the French fighting Native Americans. Instead, both the French and the native tribes fought the British—and since this was before the Revolution, that put Washington and his buddies on the side of the Redcoats. See? How weird is that?

      The restaurant didn’t have any noticeable cold spots, but upstairs in the museum—where the heat rising should have made the rooms warmer—I felt cold all over. The sense of being watched was even stronger, and the sound of that baby crying grew louder, though it seemed to be coming from downstairs.

      The display cases showed the history of the area from the original native tribes to the French fur traders who collaborated with them and then to the influx of the English with their forts and settlements. Although the Civil War didn’t range up this far north, Waterford’s sons signed up and headed to battle, earning them a commemorative display of guns, uniforms, medals, and tattered journals. A number of the Revolutionary War and French and Indian items came from archeological digs by nearby Edinboro University around the remains of Fort LeBeouf, and I wondered as I looked at the lead bullet fragments and other relics how much ghostly energy the pieces carried with them.

      I turned and found myself staring straight down the barrel of a flintlock rifle. I heard the bang, saw smoke rise, and staggered as my brain insisted I must have taken a direct, close-range hit. The man in the British Red Coat uniform vanished before my heart stopped thudding.

      A rifle shot behind me sent my pulse hammering again. My hand flew to my chest, certain it would find a bloody exit wound, but my shirt and jacket remained intact. I kept enough of my wits about me to swivel, facing my attacker, and found only empty space.

      “That’s enough!” I yelled although the two ghosts had vanished. “The war is over, goddammit!”

      That’s when I saw a hatchet fly right past my left ear, and I heard its steel blade sink deep into the wooden post behind me. I looked up to see a dark-haired, bearded French fur trapper, complete with a Davy Crockett-style coonskin cap, giving me a murderous glare. I don’t speak a lick of French, but from the stream of vitriol, I figured he was cursing his aim.

      “You too!” I yelled, pointing at him. “Enough already! You’re dead! You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here!”

      He straightened up and squared his shoulders, surprised and offended. In the next heartbeat, he was gone.

      My nerves might never be the same, since I had no idea when I’d get another ghost drive-by. The sound of shattering glass made me flinch, throwing up my arms to protect my face and head. After a second, I realized that none of the cases around me had broken, and the windows were still intact. I uncoiled warily. A woman shrieked, so close behind me I could have sworn I felt her breath on the back of my neck. I have faced down swamp monsters and wendigos, killer trolls and were-squonks with reasonable courage, but that scream in my ear nearly made me piss myself.

      “What is your problem?” I yelled, turning to face empty air. “Geez.” I don’t know if shouting at ghosts actually does anything to them, but it makes me feel better.

      The ghosts inside had been an annoyance, and they might give someone a heart attack, but otherwise, none of them posed a danger. Mad Anthony, on the other hand, might pull his cute little fainting trick on the wrong person and do some real damage.

      I went back to searching the display cases, hoping that I would know what I needed when I saw it. The decorative candle didn’t light up the room enough, so I played my flashlight over the tagged items, looking for something that might give me a clue on how to send our troublesome ghosts packing.

      Museums always make me a little sad. All the things in the cases used to be just what people used in their everyday lives, part of their daily routine. I felt certain that when they went about their business with their personal possessions, they never expected strangers to be gawking at the flotsam and jetsam of their lives, neatly displayed and tagged. I was certain that the rough trappers and beleaguered soldiers would be astounded, and probably dismayed. I tried to imagine myself coming back in two hundred years as a ghost and seeing my dishes or my DVD collection enshrined in a glass case and decided to put a note in my will to burn everything my friends didn’t want.

      Brigadier General Mad Anthony Wayne had a whole display case of his own. A mannequin wore a reproduction of one of his uniforms, including the tricorn hat. Paintings and sketches pieced together his life, from his early days to the Revolution, and then sullying his legacy by battling the Native Americans. An odd assortment of his belongings was on display, but none of them looked like the kind of thing that would pull a man’s spirit back from the grave. On closer look, some of the items weren’t even really his—just period pieces like the kind he might have used. I sighed, having turned up a big, fat “zero” when it came to busting his ghost.

      What was I missing? Mad Anthony hadn’t been hanging around the Eagle Hotel for the whole two hundred years since he died, so something must have changed. But the obvious answer—that one of his missing bones had been put on display—hadn’t panned out.

      I wandered into the next room and found a history of Waterford after its colonial past. Sepia-toned photographs accompanied memorabilia from long-gone local companies, restaurants, and stores. A time capsule from 1968 that looked like a rusted metal box sat next to old milk bottles from a home-town dairy, cans from a now-defunct brewery, and framed pictures of Waterford-born men and women who had made good.

      When I reached the end of the display, I slumped against the wall, out of ideas. I figured the ghosts were about due to show up and shoot me again, but this time, I was ready for them. With my back to a period cast-iron stove, they weren’t going to sneak up on me, and I waited for them to reappear.

      Trapper Jacques was the first to show up, and when he pulled his arm back to throw his ax at me again, I hurled a handful of rock salt in his face. Poof! One down.

      Musket Guy appeared to my left. Lucky for me, those old guns are a bitch to fire. Before he could get his shot off, I salted him, and he vanished. The Civil War soldier almost got the drop on me, but I had enough salt to take him out, too.

      Downstairs, the baby wailed, and an invisible woman screamed. I had no idea what to do about ghosts I could hear but not see, and fortunately, they weren’t who I’d been hired to hunt. Which made me wonder how Officer Dougherty was holding up downstairs. I glanced out the back window and didn’t see him, but I figured he had probably decided to sneak off for a smoke.

      Strong arms gripped me from behind. One arm went around my throat, and the other hand knocked my iron knife from my belt. I could feel a large, muscular body pressed up against me, and instinctively, I rammed my elbow backward, but instead of sinking into his gut, it met thin air.

      Unfortunately, Mad Anthony’s arm around my neck felt entirely solid. I kicked back for his knee, but got nothing, and trying to stomp down on his instep did zilch. He held me, pinned, and no matter how I wriggled, I couldn’t get free.

      Shit. I tried to pull his arm clear of my throat, but my hands couldn’t get purchase, although a force kept them from reaching all the way to my neck. Mad Anthony squeezed harder, and my vision began to blur, coloring my view with dancing spots.

      Desperate to break his hold, I tried going limp. I almost slipped free, and then Mad Anthony had to compensate because if he was going to support my whole not-insubstantial weight, he needed to be more than a floating arm.

      His body grew more solid, and that was my cue. I grabbed for the force around my throat with both hands, hoping I could keep from hanging myself, and lifted my feet from the floor, then pushed off with all my strength, shoving myself back against him.

      We fell together, crashing into the display case. This time, real glass fell all around me, slicing into my scalp and hands, cutting my face. I was glad I’d worn a heavy coat and hoped that I didn’t manage to impale myself since the ghost’s body wasn’t going to take the brunt of our fall.

      Mad Anthony’s hold loosened just enough for me to gasp in air, and then he tightened again. I tore at the energy with my right hand while my left grabbed for the iron knife I had glimpsed on the floor when we fell. All I got for my trouble were a bunch of glass splinters in my palm since the blade remained maddeningly out of reach.

      Now would be a good time for Jacques the Trapper and Musket Guy to show up again, especially if their ghostly ax and bullets worked on another spirit. Just my luck, they didn’t show. Mad Anthony, on the other hand, felt more solid than ever before.

      I struggled to breathe and knew I couldn’t take much more. No matter how I kicked and bucked, I couldn’t dislodge my Revolutionary assailant. Black edged my vision, and I wondered if I’d been the lucky one to push Mad Anthony over the edge into murder. I tried grabbing for the ghostly arm with my left hand and slapped out with my right to steady myself.

      My hand came down on something solid and metal, and I realized it was the old time capsule. Mad Anthony felt more real than ever, and that’s when I knew I’d managed to find what I was looking for.

      One of his missing bones was in that time capsule.

      All I had to do was live long enough to open it up and give the damn thing back.

      I grabbed the time capsule by the handle, swinging it at Mad Anthony. The box must have had some iron content because the ghost vanished, and I could breathe again.

      I remembered a sign in the entranceway saying something about “new additions” to the exhibits. The display case sign, still standing amid the broken glass, said that the time capsule was part of a new “Twentieth Century” update. I stared at the box still held in a death grip and decided that I really needed to see what was inside.

      The bang of a musket shot sounded close enough to make my ears ring, and if the bullet had been real, it would have either parted my hair or gotten me between the eyes. “Quit that!” I yelled. I knew the phantom ax was coming next, but to my surprise, instead of sounding like it hit the wooden support posts, I heard the thunk of metal on metal, and the lid of the time capsule sprang open.

      Maybe the other ghosts were tired of Mad Anthony, too.

      Trying to navigate around the broken glass, I lifted the open box and set it on one of the waist-high display cases in the middle of the room. I brushed the glass fragments out of my palms as best I could and tried not to bleed on anything historic. My flashlight revealed the contents of the capsule, and I had a little thrill of excitement, my very own Indiana Jones moment.

      It’s funny what people think will be important in the future. The box held newspapers and a telephone book, along with political campaign buttons, a Sears catalog, and a list of predictions about what the world would look like when the capsule was finally opened. I was pretty confident that no one had predicted that the newspapers, phone book, and Sears catalog would be extinct, or that most people would spend all day walking around staring at the phone in their hand.

      I shook the box, and it rattled, so I kept on digging. Beneath all the paper, I found a yellowed finger bone with a note wrapped around it and tied with twine. The note read, “found during the widening of Rt. 322, a bone believed to belong to General Anthony Wayne.”

      Shit. This was it, the new arrival that prompted the spook-a-palooza. Now all I had to do was figure out what to do with the bone to make Mad Anthony go away.

      The spirits downstairs had gotten quiet, and I could feel the presence of the ghosts around me, watching. Maybe Musket Guy and Frenchie had been roused from their long sleep by Mad Anthony’s ghost and just wanted to be rid of him so they could rest. Could it be that the Revolutionary War general had such a turbulent personality that he managed to even piss off his fellow ghosts? Then again, since Mad Anthony hadn’t perpetually haunted the museum, maybe unearthing the time capsule from wherever it had been buried had jerked him back from the afterlife and he was just trying to get home.

      “Hold your horses,” I yelled at the empty room. “I’ve gotta come up with a plan.” For all I knew, Mad Anthony and the other spirits also had ghostly horses, and I envisioned them grabbing the reins and waiting for orders. I pulled out my phone and did a little research. In this case, hitting “pay dirt” was real.

      “Hey, Mad Anthony,” I called out. “If you quit choking me, I can get your finger bone back to where your flesh is buried. Can we have a truce? Because if you strangle me, they’re going to put your bone back in the iron case and you’ll have to wait for another sorry bastard to figure the whole thing out.”

      Nothing stirred, which I took to be a good sign. I looked around at the ruined display and the broken glass and figured that my bosses were going to get a bill from the museum. Still, if this solved their ghost problem, they might not mind, and I’d admit that this was probably the most unusual way I’ve ever been given the finger.

      I tucked the bone into my pocket and headed downstairs. Officer Dougherty was still on watch, and I figured he’d headed off any unwanted police attention my noisy nocturnal foray might have attracted. I thanked him, and he gave me a snappy salute, then walked away.

      Reburying Mad Anthony could pose a problem since his son had him dug up hired a doctor who boiled the corpse, scraped the flesh off the bones, and then reburied the squishy parts. The water and the tools used to do the deed were still in Erie, while his son took the bones back to Georgia, losing some—like his finger—along the way.

      I was not in the mood to drive that far south, so the Erie site would have to do. A little time on Google revealed that while Mad Anthony’s bones had been reburied on the site of an old Revolutionary War blockhouse fort, the original fort burned down long ago. But a reconstructed blockhouse held the general’s tombstone. I figured that was my best bet. I pocketed the bone and headed back to my truck.

      Fortunately, the Wayne Blockhouse wasn’t all that far from the Eagle Hotel, so it was still the middle of the night when I arrived. I slipped onto the grounds and grabbed a shovel and my hoodie out of the toolbox in the back of the truck. Once I got to the door, I hesitated, debating whether to break in and somehow return the bone to the tombstone inside or put it back into the ground in which Mad Anthony’s body had first been interred. It was three in the morning, and I was cold and tired. I opted for the easy choice, found a spot near the blockhouse wall, and started to dig.

      I wondered what Mad Anthony had made of being dug up, boiled, and reburied. The stories about his ghost focused on the missing bones along what’s now Route 322, so I guess he was more attached to them than the rest, but still, it didn’t seem like the most reverent way to treat a hero of the Revolutionary War. Then again, he’d been part of the genocide against Native Americans, so maybe Mad Anthony got what he deserved. His choking kink made me wonder even more about just what sort of guy the general really had been.

      I dug a suitably deep hole, about a foot deep and as wide as a shoebox, and bent down to put the bone inside. Maybe Father Leo would want to stop by and bless the spot, for good measure. All I cared about was that ghosts had stopped trying to kill me and that after a few more shovelfuls of dirt, I could head back to my comfy bed.

      “Freeze and put your hands in the air.”

      Fuck. I was busted, and there was no good way to explain why I was burying human remains. I dropped the shovel and raised my hands.

      Just then, I heard the cop begin to sputter and gasp. I turned, keeping my hood up to shield my face, and saw the cop caught in the grip of an invisible madman. Before I could warn Mad Anthony to take it easy, the cop sank to the ground, still breathing but out cold.

      “Thanks, but you’ve got to quit doing that,” I muttered, filling in the last dirt and smacking it down with the back of the shovel. “Go back to sleep. We’re done here.”

      For a few seconds, the ghost materialized, looking like he did in his portrait at the museum, still wearing his Revolutionary War uniform and tricorn hat. Mad Anthony saluted me, then vanished. I grabbed my shovel and vamoosed before the cop woke up.

      Once I headed back to my cabin in Atlantic, I called Father Leo, feeling not a bit sorry about the ungodly hour.

      “It’s done,” I said and filled him in on the basics. “The part at the museum went a lot smoother with Officer Dougherty watching my back,” I added.

      “Charles Dougherty?” Leo asked, but I couldn’t figure out why he sounded amused.

      “Maybe. The nametag had a ‘C’ for the first name.”

      Leo described the man.

      “That’s him.”

      “His daughter runs the restaurant at the Eagle Hotel. She’s the one who called us in on this. But Charles Dougherty’s been dead for a couple of years now. It’s really been your night, Mark, hasn’t it?” Leo replied.
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      “Let me get this straight. Your son was using an ancient grimoire to raise the dead, and you thought it was part of a role-playing game?” I stared at the woman who sat at her kitchen table, twisting a dish towel between her hands.

      “It looked hokey, and I figured it was fake, all right?” Veronica Ellerbee replied, looking up at me with red-rimmed eyes. “I mean, it had a fake eyeball in the middle of a leather cover, and a bunch of weird drawings and mumbo jumbo. I thought he’d gotten one of those Caves and Cryptids games and was putting together a campaign.” She knocked back a slug of the whiskey I had poured for her. “I thought if he had friends over to play the game, he’d get a social life.”

      I wasn’t even sure where to begin. Telling her that the eyeball wasn’t fake and that the leather was human skin probably wouldn’t make her feel any better. If he’d tried to use that particular book for an RPG, we were lucky not to be up to our armpits in wraiths and werewolves.

      “Do you know where he got the book?” I asked. Father Leo had already picked up the grimoire for safekeeping, and a consulting witch-psychologist was debriefing Taylor to assess whether his soul had been permanently tainted or whether he could be rehabilitated. Spell books like the one he was using for his “game” are nasty business, and if they don’t drive the user mad, they can eat away the soul and send the would-be witch on a spree of murder and mayhem.

      “There’s a used bookstore he likes—goes there a lot to play tabletop games with his friends, and he gets the books he needs to run his adventures,” Mrs. Ellerbee said. “Taylor’s a good kid. He does his homework, finishes his chores, keeps his grades up. He saves up his allowance and mows lawns to get money to buy stuff for his games.” She sniffed and wiped her nose.

      “I thought he was safe since I knew where he was and the kids he played those games with,” she went on. “I remember years ago, people said that playing games like that would turn you into a Satanist, but I never thought...”

      I shook my head. “It’s not the games,” I replied. “Trust me. I play Caves and Cryptids with a Roman Catholic priest every couple of weeks. It was the spell book, not the game itself.” I didn’t mention that having an actual exorcist in your quest party comes in handy for the rare occasions when it turns out someone used a real incantation in the game master manual.

      “Why would they sell things like that to a minor?” she wailed. “I buy my romance novels there, and they make kids show ID if they want to buy any of the racy books.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my face, feeling like I’d been awake far too long already. “My guess is that the shop got the book by mistake and thought it was fake, like you did.”

      “Will Taylor be all right?” Mrs. Ellerbee looked up at me like I had answers, but all I could do was shrug.

      “I’m not the one to ask,” I said gently. “In most cases, the damage is minor and reversible.” I didn’t want to tell her that in the worst case, the witch-psychiatrist would wipe parts of Taylor’s memory, which might or might not affect the rest of his personality if the soul-stain from the grimoire didn’t kill him outright.

      “Then what good are you?” she demanded.

      It was a question I asked myself all too often, usually in the wee hours in the morning in front of a mirror, when a hunt didn’t go right. “I’m just the clean-up guy,” I said, with a pained smile. “I leave the other stuff to the experts.”

      “Get out,” Mrs. Ellerbee ordered. “If you can’t help my Taylor and you can’t punish the person who sold him that awful book, get out.” She picked up her box of tissues and pitched it at my head, nicking me in the face. “Get out!”

      I muttered an apology and left. Part of me wanted to tell her not to shoot the messenger, but the rest of me couldn’t blame her for needing to take out her fear and anger on someone, and I happened to be handy. Since we needed to contain whatever Taylor had unleashed before it caused havoc, I needed to retrace his steps. That started with a visit to The Lair.

      Both the Ellerbee home and the shop where Taylor got the grimoire were in Grove City, a town about an hour south of my cabin in Atlantic. I’m the Occulatum’s designated monster hunter for Northwestern Pennsylvania, from Lake Erie down to Pittsburgh, and from the Ohio state line over to the middle of PA. It’s a big territory, full of all kinds of supernatural dangers, but it’s home, and knowing that I’m helping keep my friends and neighbors safe makes up, a little, for the time I failed miserably.

      “Welcome to The Lair. Abandon hope, all ye who enter here,” a clerk dressed in wizard’s robes greeted me as I walked into the used book and game store.

      I had to give them props for atmosphere and standing out from the crowd. Outside, The Lair was just another storefront in a strip mall. Inside, it seemed like a different world. The gaming section had fake rock walls with LED glowing runes and lava, and the scarred wooden gaming tables looked like they belonged in a medieval tavern.

      One area of the book section resembled a castle, with an elaborate mural on the wall, papier-mâché stone battlements and a fancy “gold” throne. The other area had a spaceship vibe, with blinking lights, a wall-sized vista of the galaxy, and futuristic reading chairs. Over in one corner, Dickens Coffee sold java and snacks. Fake candles glowed throughout the store, and the smell of incense hung heavy in the air.

      My inner teenage self would have loved this place. I made a slow circuit, checking out The Lair before I talked to the owner. The shelves were full of recent books, movies, and games, all in nearly-new condition, sold at a good discount. Behind the counter, clerks dressed in fanciful costumes offered new and expensive dice, gaming miniatures, scoresheets, and other RPG essentials. Whoever thought this place up was a damn genius.

      Unless he was a shill being used by dark powers to get dangerous magical objects into the hands of unsuspecting kids.

      That thought threw cold water on my nerd-gasm, and I got back to business. An inquiry about the owner or manager got me directed back to the guy in the wizard’s robes. He didn’t look a day over twenty-five, fresh-faced and upbeat, and not exactly what I pictured as an evil warlock enticing innocent gamers to their doom.

      “How can I help you? I’m Joey, part-owner and general manager.”

      “I’m Mark,” I replied. “And I’m trying to track down where one of your used books came from.”

      Joey shook his head. “That’s gonna be hard, man. We get stuff from all over—garage sales, store closings, clearances, and that’s not counting the regulars who bring in their stuff to trade for store credit.”

      I pulled up a picture of Taylor’s grimoire on my phone that I’d snapped before Father Leo took it to hand off to a friend of his from Charleston who gets rid of dark magical relics. “Recognize this?”

      Joey studied the photo, then nodded. “Yeah, sure. Figured it was a movie prop or something. I thought about keeping it myself, to add to the atmosphere in the shop, you know? But one of my regulars came in the day we unboxed everything and went gaga over it.”

      “Did anything about the book strike you as odd?” I asked.

      Joey frowned. “You mean like it was stolen or something?” He shook his head. “No way, man. I bought it at an estate sale. I go to all kinds of yard sales, flea markets, and that kind of thing to find stuff to resell and decorations for the store.” He leaned forward confidentially. “I have another business on eBay where I sell off things that don’t work for the store.” Joey took a card from his pocket and slid it across the counter. “I don’t advertise the online stuff here at the shop, but that’s got the web address,” he said, as I took the card.

      “So, this sale,” I said, “do you remember where it was?”

      Joey thought for a moment. “Yeah, it was at the Hoffman house. I guess the old man who died had done a lot of traveling and was quite a collector. He had some great stuff, but not to everyone’s taste, you know?  They were selling things off by the boxful, and I liked enough of what I saw to bid on some of the lots. The cool book was at the bottom of one of the boxes.”

      He grinned. “Sometimes, you get a hunch about things. I remember bidding on that box. It was like it was calling my name.”

      I sighed and figured Joey was more right than he knew. Malicious items like that grimoire often could sense a willing victim like Taylor, or an easy accomplice, like Joey. I made a note to check out whatever I could find about Old Man Hoffman once I took care of the immediate problem.

      “Do you have anything else from that box left for sale?” I put on my best “aw shucks” smile and hoped it worked.

      “Nothing as cool as that book,” Joey replied. “Let me see if anyone unpacked it.” He ducked into a storage room for a minute and came back with an old cardboard box. “I don’t usually let people go through new stuff that hasn’t been tagged, but if you’re a friend of Taylor’s, I’ll make an exception.”

      I don’t have any magical ability. So, as I pawed through a box that smelled like it had been in someone’s attic since the Carter administration, I had to rely on intuition rather than getting a spooky tingle from touching objects that had mojo. The thought crossed my mind to just buy the whole box, but as I dug down through the odds and ends, I just couldn’t imagine any self-respecting dark witch cursing a set of touristy shot glasses or a bottle opener made from an alligator tail.

      “Someone I talked to at the sale said the old man bought whatever caught his eye,” Joey pattered on. “I mean, he also had a whole set of kitchen jars that all looked like owls. But I saw some cool tankards and a couple of candlesticks and figured I’d make enough off them to pay for the lot.”

      I bought the candlesticks, just in case, even though they didn’t strike me as particularly unusual or especially attractive. Nothing in the other two boxes looked even remotely magical, and I figured I’d alert Father Leo, and he could send in a specialist if he thought the risk warranted.

      My phone rang as I got into my car, and I recognized Father Leo’s number. “The shop was a bust,” I told him. “But I found out the name of the guy who owned the book. Sounds like he liked to buy whatever struck his fancy, and the book probably caught his eye.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out about Hoffman,” Father Leo promised. “But we’ve got a more immediate problem. I managed to work out the spell Taylor cast, and I read through the rest of the materials we took along with the book. He was playing a gaming campaign—I don’t think he realized that the grimoire was real, or maybe the book deceived him. The first challenge for his party of adventurers was to fight an army of the undead raised from a sunken cemetery.”

      “That’s what the spell was for?” I echoed. “Then we’re fine, right? Because we’re a long way from the coast, so there’s no Atlantis to raise the dead from.”

      “Never said the graves sank in the ocean, Mark,” Father Leo reproved me gently. “They flooded hundreds of acres of farmland to make that lake. Farms with small, private cemeteries from long enough ago nobody bothered to relocate them, if they could have even found them all.”

      “Shit.” Lake Wilhelm is a man-made flood control lake made from damming up natural springs and creeks just a few miles up the highway in a little burg called Sandy Lake. I’d been out on Lake Wilhelm fishing a time or two. It’s a pretty place, with boat launches and hiking trails, but a bunch of zombies would ruin the vibe.

      “From what we can gather, Taylor based the idea on his grandfather’s old farm, which is now mostly underneath the lake. There was a small cemetery that probably didn’t get moved when they flooded the land. That’s where the zombies are coming from each night.”

      “It’s been happening since the last game?”

      “Yeah, Taylor played with his gaming group on Saturday nights, at a cabin on what’s left of the old farm,” Father Leo replied. “So, yes, since then.”

      Aw, fuck. That meant that for three nights running, a bunch of sopping wet, long-dead reanimated corpses had been giving the good people of Sandy Lake one hell of a surprise. “There’s a lot of shoreline and several boat launches. I can’t cover them all myself, and if we bring in that many shooters, we’ll have the civilians in a panic faster than you can say ‘Jade Helm.’”

      Father Leo chuckled. “Meet me at Chiara’s coffee shop in an hour. I’ve got the topographical maps, and I know where his grandfather’s farm was. I’m sure that you and Blair can come up with a plan.”

      I muttered some things under my breath that most people probably wouldn’t say in front of a priest and hung up. I hadn’t thought it was possible, but this might be a new low for a weekend, even for me.
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      “I made your coffee special, just the way you like it,” Chiara Hamilton greeted me, and I caught a whiff of Jameson when she set the cup down. “It’s from my private stock,” she added with a wink, and I figured she spiked my cup from her flask since the shop doesn’t have a liquor license.

      “Blair’s a lucky woman to be married to you,” I grumbled, not able to completely hide my appreciative grin as I breathed in the soothing smell of coffee and whiskey.

      “Damn right,” Blair replied, plunking down next to me and giving me a good-natured punch in the shoulder that stung, just a little.

      Blair Hamilton inherited Hamilton Hardware in downtown Conneaut Lake when her parents passed away, and after a couple of tours of duty in the army, Blair was ready to come home and settle down. She and Chiara had been head over heels for each other since high school, and despite Conneaut Lake being a small town and Chiara’s very Italian family, their marriage didn’t create much of a stir. Blair keeps a special back room at the hardware store for specialized “hunting supplies” for those of us who aren’t going out loaded for deer. They bought the building next to the hardware store, knocked out a doorway, and Chiara opened a coffee shop and bookstore that’s become a popular hangout. I can personally attest that Chrystal Dreams has the best coffee in a four-township radius.

      “Are you bribing me or providing a consolation prize?” I asked Chiara.

      “Maybe a little of both,” she replied with a grin.

      We grabbed our coffees, and then Blair, Chiara, Father Leo, and I regrouped around a table in the coffee shop’s back room, since the store was closed. Usually, the the room is home to all kinds of gatherings, but tonight, the shop was oddly quiet.

      “The group that usually plays Cards Against Humanity tonight went to a concert fundraiser instead,” Chiara said, answering my unspoken question. “All of the concert’s proceeds benefit LGBTQA charities,” she added. The CAH group is open to everyone, but it’s also known to be a local safe place for teens who, for whatever reason, don’t fit into the local flannel shirt and pick-up truck culture.

      Father Leo spread a map across the table, and we anchored it with coffee mugs. I sat next to him, while Blair and Chiara settled in across from us. “This is a map of the area before they built the lake,” he said. “And the red outline is the flooded area. Most of what’s down there was forest and pasture land, but if you go back to even older maps, you can see some family graveyards. By the time the land was purchased for the dam, no one had been buried in those old cemeteries for generations. Some of the farms had been sold several times, so I’m betting that people had forgotten all about the graves, and none of the bodies were moved.”

      “So, do you think Taylor’s spell will reanimate all of them or just the graves on his family farm?” I asked. “And are the zombies going to swim for shore, or walk out on the bottom of the lake, like in that pirate movie?”

      Father Leo shrugged. “Taylor meant to only target his grandfather’s farm. Let’s not borrow trouble. We just need to be ready for them.”

      “Setting up a sniper’s roost with a high-powered rifle on parkland is a federal offense.”

      Father Leo grinned at me. “That’s why you’re not going to be on parkland,” he replied. “And we’ve got back-up to drive any wayward zombies in your direction.”

      “Back-up?”

      Chiara raised her flask in a mock toast. “Yep. I called in the cavalry. The coven is ready and willing.” The Tuesday night women’s group that met for “Bunko” in the bookstore’s community room was, in reality, a coven of local witches.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked. We didn’t usually involve civilians, although witches, at least, weren’t going to be surprised about the supernatural aspects.

      “Relax. It’ll be fine,” Chiara replied. “They’ll use their magic to herd the zombies toward you. Then you pick them off, and bye-bye shamblers.”

      “How do we explain the dead bodies with their heads blown open?”

      Blair grinned. “I’ve got a plan—and the supplies you’re going to need. Leave it to me.”
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      Who the hell thought it would be a good idea to flood an old graveyard to make a dam?

      Apparently, the Pennsylvania Department of Wildlife, or Parks and Recreation, or whatever state agency gets to be in charge of lakes. I stood on a hill overlooking Lake Wilhelm, just outside of Sandy Lake, and waited for the zombies.

      I’d found a sheltered spot with a good view in an old scout camp on a ridge above an abandoned gravel pit with a perfect vantage point to the lakeshore nearest the old graveyard on the sunken Ellerbee farm. The night wind rustled through the trees, reminding me that early spring in these parts is really still winter. I’d dressed for the weather, but since I wasn’t moving around, I shivered.

      Zombies were one of my least favorite things to kill. They could be wicked fast, and they stank. Any injuries they caused were guaranteed to get infected and blowing them up made a mess. Since leaving body parts strewn around tended to raise inconvenient questions, that meant I didn’t just have to shoot the damn things; I also had to clean up the mess afterward.

      On the plus side, zombies weren’t clever, just driven by hunger and a reflex to attack. But since they couldn’t feel pain and they were already dead, just shooting them or hacking them apart didn’t stop them. That took a bullet to the brain or cutting off the head. Since I didn’t want to get close enough for decapitation, here I was, freezing my ass off in a drafty, vandalized scout cabin the size of a school bus that I had repurposed as a hunting blind.

      Father Leo had figured out a lot about Taylor’s spell, but the timing had been tougher to pin down. That meant the witches and I were stuck keeping vigil for a couple of hours, which was the best the good padre could do to narrow down the timeframe.

      “We’ve got a visual.” Blair’s voice came over my headset. Just to be safe, we had agreed to send her as a second sharpshooter to back up the coven, although if a bunch of witches couldn’t handle a zombie invasion, then the odds were against me stopping them singlehandedly.

      “Copy that. What do you see?” I replied quietly.

      “Movement under the water that’s too big to be fish,” Blair responded. “So the ‘sisters’ are steering them your way.”

      Old records on the drowned cemeteries were non-existent, so we had no way to know how many shambling dead were likely to be answering the grimoire’s summons. When I’d questioned Taylor, he’d been vague about what the zombies were supposed to do after they rose from their graves. I had the distinct impression that he intended to make that part of his gaming campaign up as he went or roll the dice to determine the next moves. But since Taylor was locked up for his own safety, and the grimoire had been spirited away by the Occulatum, nobody was controlling the zombies, who had no further directions other than “rise.”

      I guess that beat having a bunch of zombies programmed to eat the townspeople and wreak havoc, and in my business, I’ve learned to take whatever breaks I can get since there aren’t many. I settled into my perch and swept the lakefront with my night scope.

      And there they were. I saw the water ripple a few yards out, where the lake was deeper, and then half a dozen forms broke the surface. Even with my night vision scope, I couldn’t see their faces, and given how long they’d been dead, buried and submerged, I thanked Heaven for small favors. I took in a long breath and let it out, stilled my mind, and aimed.

      One shot rang out, then four more in quick succession. Even at this distance, I hit my targets, and I could see their skulls explode like ripe melons. It helped that they weren’t running or even trying to dodge. The sixth zombie stumbled and fell back into the water before I could shoot him, but I figured I’d get my chance.

      Rifle shots in the woods around these parts aren’t remarkable since most people hunt. Gunshots this late at night, on the other hand, couldn’t be easily explained away. Father Leo said he’d come up with a diversion to lead the local cops away from the lake and keep them busy for a while, but I didn’t want to have to explain myself if they called for back-up.

      Seven, eight, nine. More zombies, more bullets. I hoped the lake wasn’t also a reservoir because no matter what we did to hide the bodies, there were going to be bloody bits floating around.

      Ten through fifteen went down easy, walking right out of the water and into my sights. I kept firing and reloading, getting occasional updates from Blair to let me know more shamblers were on the way.

      “Can you hurry them up?” I muttered to Blair. “The longer I’m up here shooting, the more likely that the local boys in blue are going to come around to see what’s going on.”

      “Got you covered,” Blair replied. “One of our ladies put a deflection spell on you, and she’s distorting the sound to make it difficult to pinpoint. Should last long enough to get the work done.”

      “I don’t like ‘should,’” I grumbled. “I like definite words like ‘will.’ ‘Should’ might mean you and your wife need to come visit and bring me a cake with a file in it.”

      “If she bakes it, you know it’ll be the best damn jail-break cake ever,” Blair replied. Chiara’s parents own a restaurant and bakery with drool-worthy Italian pastries.

      “I’d rather not find out for myself,” I answered. “But tell the ‘sisters’ thanks.”

      Bang, splat. Bang, splat. By my count, we’d edged upward of thirty, and I wondered how many people had been buried in that old plot. I’d been to a few small farm cemeteries in my line of work, and most had about a dozen tombstones, tops. Then again, this area’s been consistently inhabited for a long, long time, so for all I knew, Taylor hadn’t just raised the dead from that old graveyard, but the occasional unlucky trapper or explorer from before the Revolutionary War, perhaps even older bones buried by the Native American tribes that had once settled near the family farm. There are a whole lot more dead people than we like to think about, and we don’t come close to knowing where they’ve all been buried.

      I picked off another six zombies, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. That’s when I heard the scrape of footsteps on gravel and caught a glimpse of motion outside my hiding place.

      Shit. Just as I turned to get out of the small bunkhouse, two dripping forms blocked the exit. The wind carried the smell of rotting flesh and fishy water, and I choked back a reasonable gag reflex.

      I got off one shot before the zombies rushed me, but the second one charged as his companion crumpled. Up close, the stench was even worse, making my eyes water. I pivoted and smashed at his rotted face with the butt of my rifle. Brittle bones crumbled with a snap, but the thing kept right on coming. I backed up, enough to get the muzzle of my rifle jammed right up beneath the zombie’s chin, and pulled the trigger.

      The shambler’s head exploded, all over me and all over the back wall of the bunkhouse. That did it. Everyone’s got limits, and I’d hit mine. I puked all over his zombie gobbets, and if I’d thought that the bunkhouse couldn’t smell any worse than it did, I was wrong.

      I staggered, heaving, from the small cabin, only to find three more zombies scrambling up the hillside, leaving bits of themselves behind on all the bramble bushes and the barbed wire fence at the edge of the gravel pit.

      “Aw, shit,” I muttered, trying not to get light headed from the smell. My favorite rifle had been besmirched by zombie guts, both on the stock and on the muzzle, and somehow that made the whole thing even worse.

      One of the creatures rushed me, and my first shot blew his chest apart. He dropped onto his back, but the legs kept dragging him forward as his hands pushed against the moist soil. I didn’t have time to take the headshot to put him down since the other two decided to come at me together.

      I got one of the zombies right between the eyes, and he fell like a bag of bones. The other tackled me, and we went down in a heap. I used my weight to roll us since although zombies are crazy strong, they aren’t heavy. The jelly-like squishiness of his rotten and water-soaked dead flesh made me dry heave, and I’ll hear the squelch that accompanied every motion in my dreams.

      If I’d had a handgun, I might have gotten it between us to put a bullet through his midsection. But my rifle wouldn’t do the trick, and I didn’t fancy using it to bludgeon him since I was too damn close in case it accidentally went off. The skull loomed over my face, with dangling tendrils of matted hair and tattered skin, jaws wide and teeth bared.

      So, I did what I would have done in any bar fight and clocked the sucker right in the mouth.

      The zombie reeled back, but his bony hands still gripped my shoulders. I brought my feet up and kicked, which ripped him apart above the hips and sent his lower half flying. It landed near the zombie I shot that was still dragging himself across the ground, and they got tangled up.

      I didn’t have time to worry about it because the top half of the zombie—the half with teeth—still had a hold of me. Water and other fluids I didn’t want to think about dripped down on me. I rolled us again, coming up on top, and when the vise-grip the zombie had on my right arm faltered, I delivered an uppercut that went full Rock-em, Sock-em on his head and popped it clean across the clearing.

      Under other circumstances, I might have felt more charitable toward the dead, somberly reflecting on their humanity or feeling sad that their eternal rest had been disturbed. Screw that. Tonight, I was pissed, especially since I now had a headless zombie’s upper body still holding on to my left arm, and the shambler with a see-through chest hadn’t stopped inching his way on his ass toward me.

      I pried the half-zombie off my arm and shot him because he had it coming. Then I turned and got a headshot on the zombie with the hole in his chest and an extra pair of legs tangled around his torso. That was just all kinds of wrong, and I didn’t want to think about it.

      “That’s all of them,” Blair said through the headset. “At least, I don’t see any more coming out of the water. Time to clean up.”

      Easier said than done, especially when I got stuck doing the mop-up. Grumbling under my breath, I grabbed the shovel and tarp I’d left in the corner of the bunk cabin. With the tarp spread out on the ground, I scooped up zombie bits and put them onto the plastic. When I’d collected all the big chunks, I tied off the tarp and hooked it to the ATV I’d left parked in the woods, then dragged the whole thing down to the lake.

      Fortunately, I brought my rifle. Blair had the brilliant idea to spread a roll of chicken wire across the boat launch entrance below the gravel pit. Zombies aren’t very agile, so having to navigate a path covered with fencing wire was designed to slow them down. Most of them managed to get across the obstacle, but several remained stuck, either because they had slipped through the holes or their rotted clothing caught on the sharp wire.

      Five more shamblers flopped on the rolled-out fencing like fish out of water. Taking the kill shots was easy, and a little sad. The zombies hadn’t asked to be disturbed from their final slumber, and no personal grudge of theirs made them rise. They had been pawns—no, puppets—of a teenager who hadn’t realized that magic was real or ever dreamed that his actions had real-life consequences. And as much as I thought Taylor Ellerbee deserved a punch to the jaw for causing this mess, the truth was, he never thought the book would actually work. Just one big dumb clusterfuck, all the way around.

      I rolled up the chicken wire with the zombies inside like a metal-and-rotted-corpse burrito. Then I pushed a small utility boat out of the weeds on the edge of the lake and tied a rope to the wire bundle. I fastened it to the back of the boat and pushed off, waiting until I got into deep enough water to start the engine. High-powered motors aren’t permitted on Lake Wilhelm—it’s too shallow—but neither is shooting your dead ancestors, so in for a penny, in for a pound as my granny used to say.

      I put-putted out from shore, hauling the zombies behind me. All I needed to do was get them far enough out that they wouldn’t show up if we had a drought and the water levels fell, exposing the lake bottom near the water’s edge.

      When I was far enough out that I thought it was safe, I lifted the engine and started to saw through the rope with my knife. Just as the rope parted, a decaying arm broke the surface of the water, and one last straggler started to pull himself on board.

      “Oh hell, no!” I said, and swung my knife, slicing through the zombie’s rotted neck. His head fell back into the water with a plop, but the body held on to the back of the boat, immobile. I sat down on the boat’s seat and kicked with both feet, knocking the headless body free. Just for good measure, I dropped the engine and revved it until I saw chum in the water. If the Game Commission still stocked the lake with walleye and muskie, there would be some prize winning fish once the season opened.

      I just wouldn’t be eating any.
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      I used to think “tulpa” was a city in Oklahoma. It’s not.

      Tulpas are dream-creatures, or at least, they take form from people’s dreams and nightmares, and from the stories we tell each other. They get their power from our beliefs and fears, and once they’re real, they hunt.

      And just my fuckin’ luck, we had an honest-to-God tulpa, right here in River City. Or rather, Conneaut Lake.

      I parked my car at the end of an overgrown gravel lane, just over a rise from busy Route 322. If I walked to the top of the hill and looked across the highway, I’d see my favorite soft custard stand. Unfortunately, I didn’t come for ice cream tonight.

      After I had pulled my gear bag out of the truck, grabbed my shotgun, and stuck my Glock in the waistband of my jeans, I stood by the front of my truck and got my bearings. Off to the right lay a crumbling castle, while to the left, I saw a giant lace-up shoe the size of a minivan. Straight ahead, a dilapidated pirate ship listed in a brackish pond. Beyond them, I knew, lay a Minotaur maze, a wall with a huge cracked egg, and a pumpkin prison. And somewhere among the ruins, a monster lurked.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out and answered. “Whatcha got?”

      “I hacked a satellite feed,” Chiara replied. “Not showing people or large wildlife in the target area. So, whatever you encounter, it’s the tulpa.”

      “Good to know. What else?”

      “If you don’t check in with us in two hours, Blair’s coming after you.”

      “If I don’t check in, stay the fuck away,” I warned. “I mean it. Or send in an army. But don’t send her after me.”

      “Sorry,” Chiara replied, and I could almost hear her shrug. “Nobody tells Blair what to do. Have you met her?” She snorted. “Not even my ‘feminine wiles’ dissuade that girl when she makes up her mind.”

      I doubted that, but sometimes even I know when to keep my mouth shut. “Just be smart about it,” I grumbled, knowing when I was beat. “I’m going in.”

      “Remember what I told you,” she warned.

      “Gonna do my best,” I said. “See you on the other side.”

      I slipped my phone back into a secure pocket in my gear vest and loaded some rock-salt-filled shells into the shotgun. I’d never seen myself as Prince Charming, but here I was, about to storm the castle and kill the monster.

      I headed out, stepping over the remains of a big faux-stone archway that had once proudly proclaimed the entrance to Wonderama.

      As amusement parks went, Wonderama had been unlucky from the start. I don’t know what gave its founder the notion that competing with the venerable Conneaut Lake Park and Fairyland Forest was a smart idea, not when those parks had been thriving for half a century, and Wonderama was less than twenty miles away.

      Bad luck dogged the place. One of the workers died in a freak accident when the park was being built. An attendant was mortally injured when one of the ride cars tipped off the rails. A small boy drowned in Pirate Lake. Rumors started to circulate that it was built on an ancient Native American burial ground, or a potters’ field, or the graveyard of a deconsecrated church. A few gossips suggested that the owners had made a deal with the devil, but if they did, they were damn poor negotiators because they sure didn’t get much out of it.

      Still, Wonderama might have survived on account of being something new and having a prime location by the ice cream stand, if it hadn’t been for the highway construction. That first crucial summer, before the tourist season had begun, the cones and barriers went up, rerouting traffic and making the trek not worth the bother. The ice cream stand survived. Wonderama didn’t.

      In the decades since Wonderama closed its gates for good, the park sat empty, tied up in legal wrangling. Every now and then a rumor surfaced about a potential buyer, but it always fell through. The original owner had financial difficulties, and one personal tragedy after another befell the subsequent administrators, leading to whispers about a curse. Locals told stories about strange things going on, as thrill-seekers and vandals explored the grounds, which had been left to decay.

      I’d heard those stories, about mysterious “fairy lights” and glowing orbs, scary shadow creatures and unearthly noises, and carousel music playing in the middle of the night. Lots of stuff around here is haunted, but it doesn’t become my problem until people start getting hurt. Then a couple of people went missing, and a few bodies turned up with really unusual fatal wounds, and the whole steaming mess landed squarely in my lap.

      Chiara and I had managed to find an old map of the doomed fairytale park and squared it up against Google Earth. That gave me the lay of the land, so I knew where I was when navigating from Mother Goose World to Fairy Woodland to Enchanted Forest and Gumdrop Dreams Kingdom. We had also pieced together the stories told by the frightened trespassers who survived their adventure, as well as the police reports of where the bodies had been found to give me a fair idea of where the tulpa would show up.

      That didn’t mean I really had any idea of what I was going up against. Just a guesstimate of where it might be lurking.

      Moonlight gave me enough light to see, although I had flashlights and a lantern in my bag. Even after all this time, the main landmarks were recognizable despite the effects of weather and neglect. I decided to save the castle for last since it was the largest building, maybe the size of a ranch house. That also worked well since the castle was at the back of the park, and I’d have to pass the other attractions on my way in.

      In daylight, if the grounds were tidy and happy music played through the overhead speakers, Wonderama could have been charming. In the dark, overgrown and fallen into disrepair, it was scary as all hell. I don’t know who got the bright idea of reading fairy tales to children because those stories are dark as fuck, full of monsters and wicked queens and hungry wolves that eat people. And now, thanks to all the negative energy in the park’s troubled past, those monsters were coming to life.

      I headed for the huge shoe. The colorful old map showed the old woman’s shoe as an orange lace-up boot. To me, it looked more like a high-top sneaker, but maybe the builder did the best he could. Windows opened on the sides of the shoe to let light in, and I could imagine cheery gingham curtains fluttering in the breeze. Once upon a time, the inside had probably looked like a Smurf cottage, with cutesy miniature furniture. Now, the windows and door were dark sockets, the brightly colored walls were peeling and streaked with mold, and dead leaves stirred in the cold wind, coming to a halt against the transom.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I murmured, raising my shotgun and pointing it at the empty doorway. I sensed more than saw movement as a shadow grew solid. But the creature that stepped into the moonlight was a hag, not a grandma, more Baba Yaga than bubbe. Filthy, matted gray hair hung in dreads around a wizened face. The hunched figure wore a stained apron over a tattered dress, and her bony arms and long-fingered, gnarled hands were dark with blood as if she’d just come from slaughtering dinner. Cunning eyes sized me up, and her thin lips curled into a malicious smile, baring sharp teeth.

      There was an old woman who lived in a shoe. She had so many children; she didn’t know what to do.

      So she ate them.

      The old woman snarled, then sprang for me, clawed hands outstretched. I fired, right for granny’s head. The shot hit, dead on, and the figure vanished as the shell impacted with the concrete wall of the old shoe and scattered rock salt all over. The tulpa wasn’t gone—my luck wasn’t that good—but I’d sent it packing for a little while. I kept the shotgun handy as I reached for a jug of holy water from my bag as well as a bundle of sage and a lighter.

      I splashed the threshold with holy water, then lit the sage and tossed it inside, where its cleansing smoke would fill the structure. Just in case, I recited the banishment litany Father Leo made me memorize. Nothing around me stirred. I took that as a good sign, grabbed my gear, and headed deeper into the ruins of a once-magical kingdom.

      The rusted remains of a Tilt-A-Whirl hunkered beneath trees that had grown up through its railings. A little farther and I could see the undulating track of a caterpillar coaster poking up through tall brush like the spine of a dragon. The cars waited at the ride entrance for visitors that would never come again. Despite the years of neglect, I could still make out the smiling face on the lead car, although now it looked maniacal instead of friendly.

      I paused at the Tilt-A-Whirl since it was the ride that had a documented fatality. Billy Kester, age ten. If other people had gotten hurt at the park, it hadn’t been reported. Given that Wonderama didn’t stay open for very long, I doubted it had the time or enough attendance to rack up a body count, at least, before the tulpa came into being.

      I don’t do magic, and I don’t have any special talent for seeing ghosts. Whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing in my line of work is up for debate. But Father Leo has shown me a trick or two about sending on spirits that are confused about being dead or just not sure how to move on. Vengeful ghosts or ones who are sticking around for a purpose are a whole different kettle of fish, and I leave those to the professionals.

      The old ride’s shell-shaped cars were rusted in place, no longer crazily swinging in circles. Despite the situation, I smiled at memories of throwing myself from side to side to make the cart spin when my brother and I rode rides like it at the fair long ago. Maybe if the ghost hadn’t moved on, he or she just wasn’t ready to go home yet after a day at the park.

      “It’s okay to let go,” I said to empty air, keeping my shotgun handy in case the tulpa showed up again. If there were ghosts here, then they helped strengthen and anchor the tulpa, so getting the spirits to leave should weaken the tulpa’s hold.

      “The park is closed now,” I said, feeling a little silly since no one was in sight. “It won’t ever open. The fun is over. It’s time for you to rest.”

      I was about to give up and just lay down some salt, holy water, and sage when a shimmer in the air caught my attention. As I watched, the figure of a boy who looked to be about ten years old gradually became clearer. He wore shorts, a striped shirt, and a pair of Keds, and I wondered why he had stayed here for so long, all by himself. Then a thought came to me, and I ran with it.

      “Did your mom tell you to stay right here?” I asked gently. Billy hesitated—he’d probably been told not to talk to strangers—and then nodded shyly.

      “Your mom went on ahead,” I went on, wincing at the euphemism. Given how long the park had been out of business, his mother was more likely to be waiting in the Great Beyond than back home. “She said it’s okay for you to catch up. She’s waiting for you there.”

      Billy’s ghost frowned, and I figured he was deciding whether or not to trust me.

      “I bet she’s been looking for you. She’ll be really happy to see you. Just think about your mom real hard, and you’ll know where to go.”

      I’m not expert on the afterlife, but I know what mothers are like, and since Billy looked well cared-for and had a family that shelled out for park tickets, I figured he’d have the kind of mom who didn’t stop looking for him, even on the Other Side.

      “Do you see her?” I asked, and held my breath.

      Billy turned around, and I wondered whether he saw Wonderama as it had been on that fatal day, or whether he glimpsed beyond the Veil itself. But just as I thought maybe the whole thing had been a bad idea, he broke into a broad smile and began to wave his arms, jumping up and down to attract the attention of someone only he could see.

      I blinked, and Billy was gone.

      Just in case, I cast handfuls of salt over the old ride, sprayed the landing with holy water, and left a sage smudge burning on the metal deck. Deep in my heart, I knew the precautionary measures didn’t matter. Billy finally went home.

      I didn’t have long to celebrate a minor win. In the distance, I heard the song of a carousel, and a few seconds later, the howl of a wolf.

      That scumbag tulpa was trying to play with my head. I couldn’t stop the shiver that ran through me, since the hindbrain doesn’t listen to reason, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to let that mofo run me off, not until I’d bagged its ass and banished it from the park.

      Next up was a big pumpkin that looked like a Halloween reject. The oversized squash was large enough that I probably could have crawled inside on my hands and knees, plenty roomy enough for small children. The weathered mannequin of a wide-eyed woman gripped the rusted bars over the window.

      Peter, Peter, pumpkin eater. Had a wife and couldn’t feed her. So he put her in a shell and there he kept her very well.

      Yeah, nothing creepy about that. The pumpkin looked empty, except for the bedraggled mannequin. But my spidey sense told me I wasn’t alone, so I raised my shotgun and turned in a slow circle.

      There. I saw a shadow flow from one place to another, where there shouldn’t have been movement. Tulpas feed on fear. I hoped they choked on anger because this monster was getting on my last nerve.

      “What kind of a lame-ass man locks his wife up in a jack-o-lantern?” I shouted to the darkness. “Seriously? That’s the best you could do?”

      Taunting monsters might not be a smart thing to do, but I never claimed to be a genius. Still, I’ve found that men and monsters get sloppy when they got pissed off, and so my sort-of plan involved annoying the tulpa into slipping up.

      As plans went, it sucked, but it was the best I’d come up with since tulpas weren’t as easy to kill as a lot of other creatures. I’d have to wing it, which is what all my “plans” came down to, anyhow.

      Instinct made me wheel just as the monster rushed me from behind. He had a skeletally-thin body and unnaturally long arms, with fingers like sickles and a head like a pumpkin. Red hellfire burned behind the carved-out features. The leering face had a mouth filled with serrated teeth, and when it directed its fiery gaze at me, I couldn’t help the fear that fluttered in my belly.

      “Suck it up, summer squash,” I growled, leveling my shotgun and hitting that pumpkin center mass.

      Seeds and stringy pulp showered me in a slimy rain of pumpkin guts, but the tulpa vanished. I repeated the cleansing on the cement house, preventing the spirit from returning, and moved on, once I’d reloaded. My hunts never went this well, and at the risk of jinxing myself, I wondered when the tulpa was going to get serious. I had the feeling it wanted to lure me deeper into the defunct park, where its power was strongest.

      Chiara hadn’t been able to get details about the other deaths at the park, so I had no way to know which ride had turned deadly, or which of the cheerful structures had killed its builder. Having blood spilled during construction didn’t bode well, since that was like catnip to a lot of supernatural creatures. The park was a kingdom of broken dreams, so it made sense that the tulpa attached itself, feeding on the misery of the owner and then on the fear and death of the urban explorers and curious teenagers who were unlucky enough to venture into its lair.

      The carousel music seemed to come from everywhere, louder now. I remembered the cute map, done in 1960s-style illustrations, that put the carousel right on the other side of Mother Goose Land, in between the Fairy Forest and the Enchanted Woods, past Pirate Lake and before I got to Gumdrop Dreams Castle.

      The skeleton of a Ferris wheel rose, silhouetted against the stars. A car dangled from one hinge, and I wondered whether that happened long after the park closed, or whether it was another nail in the unlucky park’s coffin. Wonderama hadn’t offered big thrill rides, but it provided the basics that younger kids and their slightly older siblings loved.

      I skirted Pirate Lake, keeping an eye on the ominous wreck of a ship in the center of the algae-thick water. A swan boat sat mired in the muck near the lake’s edge. Back in the day, a merry band of pirates entertained visitors with silly songs and dances, funny pranks, and a three p.m. plank walking. I looked at the fetid water and shuddered, hoping that the lake had been healthier back then than it was now if some poor bastard had to cannonball into it off the side of the ship.

      The boom of a cannon made me flinch. I heard a wet, sucking sound, and saw the drenched figure of a drowned man rising from the murky water. I doubted Wonderama’s pirates looked like the horror crawling out of the lake. This wasn’t a sexy rogue or a dashing brigand. He looked more like a Hell’s Angel meth addict, dressed in a ragged shirt and torn pants. Long, filthy hair hung around a bloated face. He either had the pox, or the lake’s fish had been nibbling. Madness lit his eyes, and he fixed his attention on me with an unpleasant grin.

      He carried a musket in one hand, and we both aimed and fired at once. I swore as a piece of lead shot grazed my left shoulder, sending warm blood trickling down my arm. My aim fared better, blowing away the pirate’s hat and most of his head. Damn tulpa was taking different shapes, matching its appearance to the theme of whatever was nearby. The tulpa vanished, but he made his point.

      He’d drawn blood. This was real.

      It’s all fun and games until somebody dies.

      “Quit running!” I shouted at the darkness. “Some big, scary monster you are! Nothing but a scum-sucking coward. You don’t scare me!”

      Famous last words.

      The wolf’s howl was louder, closer. I turned slowly, looking for the source. If it were a real wolf, my Glock would serve me better than the shotgun, since a hollow point does more damage than rock salt. But there hadn’t been real wolves in these parts for a long, long time. I kept my shotgun ready, betting my life that the tulpa and the wolf were one and the same.

      The last buildings in Mother Goose Land were a tidy cottage on my right and three small houses on my left. Since the left-hand structures had been decorated to look like they were made of sticks, straw, and bricks, and the right-hand cottage was decked out in red, I figured the wolf fit right in.

      “Come on, you bastard. Show yourself!” I had better things to do than tromp through high grass in a defunct theme park looking for a monster that wanted to play coy.

      He was out there, watching. I could feel it, that primal prickle at the back of the neck that warned of danger. The hindbrain memory of long ago when humans weren’t the top predator.

      A dark form came at me from the shadows, hitting me on my wounded left side. The weight of it took us both to the ground, slamming me onto my back hard enough to knock the wind out of me. A black wolf that probably weighed as much as I did pinned me to the ground, its muzzle snapping dangerously close to my throat.

      I had forgotten the first rule of tulpas. They’re as real as they want to be.

      My knee came up, hitting the wolf hard in the belly, distracting it long enough for my left hand to grab the iron knife from my belt sheath and stab between its ribs. The wolf’s body jerked, and the head came down again, mouth open, lips drawn, teeth bared. I slammed the stock of the shotgun into its nose, and it reared back. Not enough for me to have room to fire the shotgun, but plenty to change how much leverage I needed to throw it clear.

      I scrambled to a crouch, drew my Glock, and fired.

      The shot hit the tulpa in the shoulder, but that didn’t slow it down. It leaped, and as I rolled to get out of the way of its snapping teeth and sharp claws, my second shot went wild. I felt claws rake across my chest, barely missing my throat. Before I could fire again, the tulpa vanished.

      Shit. I sat up, breathing hard as my heart hammered. My shirt and jacket were tattered and bloodied, between the musket shot and the wolf’s attack. I was wounded and stank of blood, which was an “Eat at Joe’s” sign pointing right at my head for predators. A sane person would have retreated and called for backup.

      My ex-wife always said I was crazy.

      My gear bag includes a med-kit. I sprinkled salt and holy water in a circle around myself and lit a bundle of sage to protect me while I patched myself up. The alcohol wipes stung like hell, and I knew I’d need some of the healing poultice the bookstore coven made for me, effective against supernatural contamination. But as I daubed away the blood, I realized that the musket ball wound wasn’t serious, and the shallow grooves dug by the wolf’s claws probably wouldn’t require stitches.

      The tulpa was toying with me, playing with its food. That just made me even more set on destroying it.

      While tulpas might begin as a thought form, they grow more real, solid, and sentient as others believe in them. We had proof that this tulpa could kill. I couldn’t unthink it or choose not to believe in it, not without ending up dead. If it was as easy as magicking it away, the coven would have done so. And since the whole abandoned park was steeped in disappointment and despair, waiting for the tulpa to starve to death wasn’t going to happen.

      I had a theory about how I might destroy the tulpa. Father Leo had already ruled out exorcism, since it wasn’t hell spawn. That meant I had to get creative. Sending Billy’s ghost on was part of the plan. I’d cleansed the pumpkin where I sensed bad juju. I didn’t know if the spirits of the trespassers who got killed had hung around, but if they had, sending them on could help loosen the tulpa’s hold. I headed for the building I figured was the heart of the problem: Gumdrop Dreams Castle.

      I grabbed my stuff and walked deeper into the park, grateful that I hadn’t found a pressing reason to visit the Fairy Woodland. The Fey were real, and real trouble. I had no intention of messing with them, especially after all the trouble they caused a friend of mine. And the Minotaur Maze? Hell, no.

      That didn’t mean I was thrilled crossing the Enchanted Forest. This didn’t look like the woods in cartoons filled with happy bunnies and singing squirrels. The trees of the forest weren’t real; they had been fabricated from the same wire, wood, and concrete as the rest of the park’s attractions, and these trees weren’t friendly. The gnarled trunks and long branches loomed over the walkway, ready to snag anyone who stepped off the path. Some of the trees had eyes painted onto them, while others had full faces twisted in expressions of hunger.

      A parent would have to be nuts to bring their kids through here, but I could just imagine the older kids, like Billy, daring each other to run through. During the day, the ominous overhanging limbs and hulking trunks would have been intimidating enough, but at night, they took on a whole different level of freaky.

      I’ve always figured that a good offense is the best defense, and I decided to start offending. I brought out the biggest, brightest, blindingly bright flashlight in my bag and snapped it on. It lit up a ten-foot circle like high noon and cut through the shadows at least twice that far. In the cold light, the spooky trees were just sad-looking props, badly weathered and slowly crumbling into dust.

      Just to be obnoxious, and to buck up my spirits, I started reciting the Lord’s Prayer at the top of my lungs, then moved on to the Hail Mary. I’m not very religious, so when I ran out of prayers before I ran out of forest, I started on Christmas carols.

      The black wolf appeared in the middle of the path, head lowered, red eyes glaring. My, what big teeth you have.

      I shot; he dodged. But by taking physical form, the tulpa was hemmed in by the terrifying trees, just like I was. Whoever designed the forest made sure that the branches and trunks formed a barrier that kept visitors on the path. It really wasn’t possible to wander away. That meant the wolf and I had to square off like gunslingers at the OK Corral.

      I never really liked Westerns.

      The wolf leaped at me, and I dropped and rolled. I knew I’d never be able to hit him with a shotgun blast while he was moving, so I shot at the tree behind him and dove forward out of the way. Normally, rock salt shouldn’t have done a lot of damage, not like buckshot would have, but the old concrete was damaged enough to be brittle, and a huge, heavy branch collapsed, right on top of the wolf. The twisted limbs trapped the wolf like a cage, and I racked another shell, aimed, and fired. He vanished with a snarl that boded trouble if he ever caught up to me.

      I might have bought myself some time since the tulpa seemed to need to recharge after being dispelled, but I had a feeling I was running straight toward the monster’s true lair, where odds were good he’d be at his strongest. I didn’t count on having as much of a break between attacks as I’d had toward the edges of the abandoned park and stayed on alert as I picked up my pace to a jog eager to get through the nightmare forest.

      On the far side of the grasping trees was the carousel. The music must have been a trick of the tulpa’s because the once-beautiful ride didn’t look like it had played its calliope for decades. Seeing the old merry-go-round looking so decrepit made me sad. If the owners of the park had been hard-pressed for money, surely they could have sold off the carved horses and beautifully painted friezes to collectors for cash. Now, the wooden horses, giraffes, and other exotic animals were weathered, their wood splitting, faded paint peeling. If I had to pick one image to sum up Wonderama with all its squandered promise and broken dreams, this would be it.

      Hearing carousel music playing when it couldn’t possibly come from the ride was creepy as fuck.

      If the tulpa was messing with my head again, it bounced back quicker than before. Then again, I’d almost reached my target, the Gumdrop Dreams Castle.

      Compared to the big-name theme parks with castles, Wonderama was definitely low-budget. Its Gumdrop castle didn’t soar high into the sky with flag-tipped spires or boast mosaics of Italian glass in its entrance hall. Instead, it looked like a two-story house with delusions of grandeur. The boxy shape had what looked like a silo on each end, but with a pointy top instead of rounded. Its stucco finish had faux stonework painted onto it, but the thin material had weathered badly, cracking and mildewing, and in many places, chunks had fallen away exposing the plywood beneath. A “moat” beneath a rickety drawbridge was no more than a shallow ditch, filled with mud and high grass, more likely to harbor ticks than a sea serpent.

      All of the dead bodies had been found in and around the castle. Of course explorers would make their way here; any video game player could tell you the castle was the ultimate destination. All of Wonderama’s banners and pennants had featured Gumdrop Dreams Castle, with its turrets topped with plaster candy and a fence row of brightly colored lollipops. Now, the giant faded treats looked more like an enticement to the witch’s house from Hansel and Gretel.

      I was going to have fun storming the castle. What fed a dream monster? Hopes and wishes, and childhood fantasies of princesses, knights, and dragons. Gumdrop Dreams Castle encouraged all of that, with a Wishing Well in the center of its courtyard that begged children to drop in coins for charity and think their dearest desires. In its heyday, the castle had come alive with kids living out their daydreams, battling inflatable dragons, braiding daisy chain crowns, and sitting on the rock candy throne. All of that energy should have been happy and positive, but the park’s bad luck darkened and twisted those dreams, and the tulpa rose from the shadows of those grim fairy tales like a secret Id.

      Time to burn the fucker down.

      I grabbed a few essentials from my pack, but I’d already put the most important pieces in my tactical vest. If the police caught me, I was totally screwed, unless my cop buddy Louie Marino could call in a big favor. Since I was supposed to have a date with Sara tomorrow night, I had no intention of standing her up for a stint in the county pokey.

      An ear-splitting roar, loud enough to make the ground tremble beneath my feet, froze me in my tracks. Standing guard at the entrance to Gumdrop Dreams Castle was a huge, bat-winged dragon. Not the cute cotton candy-colored flying reptile from the Wonderama map, but a fire-breathing, dwarf-eating, treasure-hoarding monster whose smoke and brimstone breath could cause plenty of smog. Of course, the tulpa would be a dragon. Fan-fucking-tastic.

      And me without my shining armor.

      A blast of fire singed past me as I threw myself out of the way, unwilling to get incinerated trying to prove it was all an illusion. A slew of dead men and missing-presumed-dead explorers proved the tulpa was real enough to kill.

      I didn’t have a magic ring to turn me invisible, and the dragon kept me in its sights, giving me the slit-eye as it moved with disturbing speed to roast me again. I had the ammunition I needed to take out the wishing well and the castle, but I didn’t want to fire through the dragon, in case it could foul my aim or neutralize the payload, and I didn’t have unlimited rounds. That meant I had to fight him. Yippie-ki-yay, muther of dragons.

      The beast had a long, sleek body with bat-like wings and a head with a narrow snout. Its scales were dark red, and its slit eyes were bright yellow. The tulpa eyed me like dinner, probably figuring it was just a matter of time before it added me to its list of victims. I swallowed hard, wishing for a magic sword. The overgrown lizard filled the castle entrance, putting itself between me and the targets that might make it vulnerable. I had to get inside the castle to be able to kill the tulpa, but I had to get past the dragon to do that.

      A round of rock salt bounced off the red scales without even making an impact. The rumble from the creature almost sounded like a laugh, daring me to do better, confident that it already knew who would win. I hadn’t brought armor-piercing bullets with me, or a Howitzer to take out a monster bigger than a tank. None of my knives would even scratch that tough hide, and I bet that even my Glock’s hollow-points would be useless.

      So I was going to need to play dirty.

      The next time I fired my shotgun, I aimed for the dragon’s eyes. Salt hurts, and while the dragon tried to blink away the sting, I sent my next shot right through the crumbling castle wall, blowing through it in a cloud of plaster dust and splinters.

      I dove through the hole as the tulpa roared, barely evading the long talons on the end of its front foot. I wasn’t as lucky dodging the powerful tail, which knocked me halfway across the courtyard with one swipe. Still, I’d gotten inside, and the dragon’s bulk wouldn’t allow it to turn around in the entranceway, so it either had to go out or back up. Maybe the tulpa hadn’t thought out is new form very well because while it was fearsome, it had the maneuverability of a gunboat, at least on land.

      Shit. If it went forward, it could get lift off, then circle around and fry me to a crackly crunch. New strategy. I reloaded with buckshot, rolled, and came up shooting, aiming for the wings instead of the tough hide. Iron pellets might not have penetrated the scales, but it tore through the thinner skin of the dragon’s wing. The creature’s tail lashed, but I scrambled out of range before shooting at the other wing and managing to put a hole in it.

      The dragon roared, shimmying forward, but it needed a few minutes for its bulk and length to get out of the narrow castle entrance before it could turn around and charge back to kill me. My best bet lay in doing what I came to do and worrying about the dragon afterward—as stupid as that sounded.

      Inside Gumdrop Dream Castle, Wonderama’s faded glory had its last hurrah. The candy cane throne had aged badly, revealing it as a weathered chair backed by warped, splintering boards. I could barely make out what had once been colorful murals, as the mold and decay destroyed the stucco and the paint faded in the sun. In the center of the courtyard, the wishing well was a ruin. Most of the shingles were gone from the roof, and the bucket hung askew.

      I reached into my bag and grabbed my grenade launcher, already loaded with a shell holding my special concoction of salted holy water and iron filings. The dragon had slithered its wide hips out of the castle entrance like shedding a too-tight pair of pants, and its lumbering steps thundered in the quiet night. If it made it back here before I finished, or if my hare-brained plan didn’t work, I was toast.

      The bang of the grenade launcher reverberated from the castle walls as I fired straight down into the depths of the well. Maybe the cash-starved owners had gathered up all the dimes and quarters thrown in by hopeful children, but I figured that they’d left those wish-coins down there, not realizing those thwarted dreams would spawn a monster.

      The shell detonated when it hit bottom. I heard the dragon roar, but this time, it sounded more like pain instead of belligerence. Tulpas were thought-forms, created from belief and dreams. The wishing well was the heart of the Gumdrop Dreams Castle, where thousands of children had visualized their most cherished fantasies, as sacred as prayers. That bastard tulpa twisted that innocence into something monstrous, and it was time that came to an end.

      The next part of my plan was trickier. The whole castle had to go. It was, after all, about Gumdrop Dreams, and the fact that this was where the tulpa brought its victims told me that it felt most powerful here.

      That meant I needed to commit a little arson, for the good of humanity.

      The tricky part would be getting out after I set the castle on fire and before the tulpa fried me or ate me. While I felt sure I’d wounded it by destroying the wishing well, I couldn’t be sure that torching the castle would get rid of the tulpa for good. It wouldn’t be the first plan I’d hatched that didn’t turn out as planned, but it might be the last.

      The tulpa-dragon roared, and I knew it would come thundering through the castle gate any minute. I fired a shotgun blast to give myself a back door through the ruined rear wall, then chucked my shotgun and grenade launcher back in my bag and picked up my rifle.

      Incendiary bullets are a beautiful thing. I squeezed the trigger and laid down a line of fire across the front wall of the castle, then turned to continue shooting until I ran out of ammo. The rounds pierced the stucco façade, and the old plywood and timber went up like tissue paper, lighting up the night. I took my chance while I had it and dove out of the hole in the back wall, with my arms over my head to protect me from the splintered wood. The walls caught fire with alarming speed, and I knew that I’d have to dodge the local VFD as well as the tulpa to get back to my car.

      I landed wrong and went down with a curse as my knee folded under me. When I tried to get back on my feet, my knee had other plans, and I almost fell again, but I managed to put some limping steps between me and the flaming walls.

      That’s when the dragon burst through the fire, coming straight at me.

      I stumbled backward, knowing that I’d never be able to outrun the monster, not with a bum knee. Of all the ways I thought I might die, getting eaten by a dragon had never crossed my mind. I had a lifetime of regrets, too many to flash before my eyes, but one, in particular, stood out. If I died here, turned into lizard-chow, I’d never find out whether Sara and I really had a chance. And that would be a damn shame.

      I staggered until I fell, then crab-walked backward, wracking my brain for anything in my bag of tricks that might buy me time. Fire didn’t harm the creature, and none of my puny guns would make a mark on its tough hide. It roared again, and my head snapped up at the change in the sound, desperate hope leaping in my jaded, cynical heart.

      The dragon was transforming as the castle behind it burned.

      When I’d first glimpsed the monster, it had been straight out of a Peter Jackson blockbuster, fearsome and menacing. That was the tulpa, taking its form from the way the energy of the park had grown dark and twisted through its failure. But as I watched, the outline of the dragon shifted, growing shorter and rounder, its blood-red hue fading, damaged wings disappearing altogether, long legs and powerful tail turning stumpy.

      It roared again, this time in frustration as much as menace, as if it realized what had happened. Gone was the terrifying creature of legend. In its place was a light pink, goofy looking cartoon dragon with innocent, wide eyes. The tulpa had been robbed of the well of dreams that fed its energy, and what remained was its original form, the silly caricature from the Wonderama map.

      Before the tulpa could get used to its new form, I lobbed a grenade in front of the dragon and threw myself down on the ground, arms protecting my head. I didn’t figure that the grenade would hurt the tulpa, but it made a nice hole in the ground, giving me a moat of my own for the shell-shocked monster to navigate around and providing me with at least a little head start.

      I glanced behind me as I dragged myself to my feet, forcing myself into a gimpy run as my knee protested. The castle had nearly burned to the ground, going up even faster than I expected. I circled around, giving the carousel a wide berth, though I realized its music had gone silent. With the flames behind me, I navigated the Enchanted Forest much more quickly, and this time, the creepy trees were only constructs of chicken wire and plaster, nothing more. I heard the dragon lumbering in pursuit, and I quickened my pace as fast as I dared, afraid that any moment I would feel its breath on the back of my neck.

      Mother Goose Land loomed ahead, and this path took me past Humpty Dumpty on his wall and the Billy Goats Gruff bridge, but I paid the broken and faded figures no attention, too afraid of the monster closing the gap behind me. In the distance, I heard sirens. I had no intention of being caught by the fire department, but I didn’t want to lead them into an ambush by the tulpa.

      Time to turn around and face my fears. I turned around, leveled my rifle, and fired my last incendiary bullet. And as I did, I focused on my own hopes and fears, visualizing the dragon’s heart and wishing it real.

      Tulpas are thought-creatures, and robbed of its dream-well and its hoarded wishes in the cindered castle, it took direction from the next strongest source—me. My bullet tore through hide the color of cotton candy, burrowing through flesh and sinew, and bursting into flame inside the heart of the dragon.

      For an instant, its cartoonish eyes widened in shock, and then an age-old knowing overtook them, an instant before the pink dragon vanished in a puff of smoke.

      I limped the rest of the way to my truck, slung my bag into the back, and took off, hoping the old road still came out at the park’s back entrance, since I didn’t want to explain myself to any arriving firefighters. The asphalt had long ago crumbled to gravel and potholes, giving me a rough ride as I navigated the park’s perimeter. I kept my headlights off, but that meant trading off speed for stealth, and I almost ran into the wooden barricade that blocked off the far end of the exit road. It was meant to keep traffic on the main road from turning into the abandoned park, not to keep anyone in. I nudged it with the grill of my truck, and the old boards fell apart, as rickety as the rest of the park.

      With the glow of the flames in my rearview mirror, I turned onto the road and flipped my headlights on. The gashes from the big bad wolf still bled across my arm and chest, my knee hurt like a son of a bitch, and I couldn’t get the smell of smoke and mold out of my nose. I headed for home, deciding that dragon slaying was highly overrated.
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      My favorite Star Trek quote is, “Social occasions are only warfare concealed.”

      I found myself thinking about that quote as Sara adjusted my tie before we walked into the dinner for her hotelier conference at the historic Hotel Conneaut. “Relax,” Sara said, smoothing down my collar, and giving my cheek a pat. “It’s just a bunch of people who run B&Bs. You face down scarier things for breakfast.”

      Sara knows I’m a hunter more often than I’m a mechanic. We met when I was up in the Big Woods hunting a were-squonk, and I ended up staying at the B&B she runs up in Kane. She’s smart, practical, and not into drama; plus it’s a relief being with someone who knows the truth about what I spend my nights and weekends doing. She’s widowed, I’m divorced, and we’ve both been hurt, so we’ve been taking it slowly. This was the first time I’d been her plus-one for any kind of gathering. To say I was out of practice being someone’s arm candy would be a powerful understatement.

      “They’re your colleagues,” I grumbled. “I don’t want to embarrass you.”

      She smiled. “Don’t exorcise the hotel’s famous ghosts, don’t throw holy water on the speaker, and it’ll be fine.” I think she was joking, but maybe not.

      “Okay,” I said, feeling far more nervous about the reception and dinner than I did hunting things that could kill me and suck out my soul. “Just don’t expect much small talk.”

      She stretched up to kiss me, and I felt some of the knots in my gut loosen. “I’m glad you’re here.” Sara laced her fingers through mine. “Don’t give the others another thought.”

      I made it up to Kane every few weeks, mostly on monster business, but sometimes just to see Sara. My job gave me more flexibility than hers did, since running a B&B is a 24-7 kind of thing. That was another reason for moving slowly. We knew we liked each other, a lot. But neither of us were the casual relationship sort, and if we got serious, we still didn’t know where that might end up. Would I relocate my mechanic business to the Big Woods when my friends and support crew were here in Atlantic? But unless Sara sold her B&B and bought something near me, then what would she do?

      We weren’t ready to answer those questions yet, so we took things one day at a time, trying not to go too far too fast, and maybe both scared about getting our hearts broken if we mucked this up.

      Which is why the conference gave Sara both a reason to see me closer to my home and an excuse not to spend the night. She’d invited me to the reception and dinner, but with the caveat that she had a late-night business session afterward and an early breakfast. I can take a hint. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t be taking a cold shower when I got home, but I was on board with the going slow thing, except when she pressed up against me, and I could smell her shampoo and kissing her sent my downstairs brain into overdrive.

      I really hoped I did the same for her. From the flush in her cheeks and the naughty smile she gave me, I thought maybe so, but it was hard for me to feel confident. Give me a gun and a round of silver bullets, and I’m a scary SOB. Ask me to win over a beautiful woman with my charm and sparkling personality, and I’m SOL.

      She kissed me again, this time lingering a little longer. “I’m glad you’re here, Mark,” she repeated. “Really glad.” The way she brushed against me almost made me believe it. My ex-wife Lara took my self-confidence along with my DVD collection and half the cash in my bank account when she left me, and while I’ve replaced the movies and the money, the confidence is still missing-in-action.

      We walked in hand-in-hand, and I tried not to hyperventilate. Hotel Conneaut is a beautiful Victorian resort on Conneaut Lake, with wide porches, lovely period details, and several documented ghosts. Since the ghosts have never hurt anyone and the hotel plays them up as a feature, I figure they don’t fall into my job description. And with a ballroom full of people, spirits from the other side were highly unlikely to make an appearance. They are almost as uncomfortable around the living as I am.

      A big banner that read “Welcome NW PA B&B” hung across the far wall, a jumble of letters that actually did make sense. I took a deep breath and did my best not to freeze in my tracks as several people turned to watch us enter. Friends of Sara’s, regarding me with interest. If I was lucky, I wouldn’t recognize anyone here, and no one would have heard about me, or at least, about my side job. Oddly enough, many people are dubious about the whole “monster hunter” gig.

      Sara pulled me forward, and I let her lead me into the crowd. I guessed that about a hundred people filled the ballroom, which was set up with round dinner tables. Not a huge crowd, and maybe half of them were just like me, smiling with deer-in-the-headlights eyes, doing their best to make nice as spouses and significant others. I squared my shoulders and told myself to man up. Surely I could get through a cocktail party and dinner without causing a catastrophe.

      “You must be Mark.” My head whipped up as a red-haired woman in a tailored pantsuit sidled up to us. Sara and I were the same age, thirty-five, and I judged the woman to be perhaps a decade older. She had the perfectly put-together look that usually screamed “real estate agent,” and her gaze made me suspect I had lint on the lapel of my sports jacket that she wanted to flick away, but she resisted, and I tried not to tense up.

      “Mark, this is Joanna Wright,” Sara said, and I knew from her body language Joanna wasn’t someone Sara completely trusted. I shook the woman’s hand, and her thin fingers were ice cold.

      “We’ve heard just enough to be intrigued, Mr. Wojcik,” Joanna said. As usual, she mangled my last name, but I was used to it.

      “Voy-chick,” Sara corrected reflexively, sparing me.

      “So are you also in the hotel business?” Joanna probed, letting the mispronunciation slide.

      “I’m a mechanic,” I replied. “I own an auto body shop out in Atlantic.”

      “Then I’m guessing you don’t mind getting your hands dirty.” There was nothing wrong with what Joanna said, but something about her inflection added an innuendo I didn’t like.

      “I like cars,” I replied, finding that much safer than saying that I liked “working with my hands.” “Always have. Fixing them, keeping them tuned, refurbishing a classic now and then—it’s satisfying.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Joanna replied in a tone that told me she thought it was anything but. “Maybe Sara can tempt you into the inn-keeping business,” she said with a broad wink. “It would be good for her to have a man around the house, up there in the frozen north,” she added, with a side glance at Sara as if she expected collusion. When Sara didn’t play along, Joanna looked a little flustered.

      “Well, glad to finally meet you,” she said. “Pardon me—I see the bar just opened.” She hurried away, and Sara gave a quiet sigh.

      “Sorry about that.”

      I shrugged. “There’s one in every crowd. But…how did she know my name?”

      Sara blushed. “I’ve mentioned you, more than a few times. Some of my friends kept trying to fix me up and, well, I wanted to let them know I wasn’t in the market.”

      My heart beat a little faster at that, and I hoped I didn’t have a dopey smile, but that was likely asking too much. I’m not smooth, or good at playing hard to get. I’m a WYSIWYG kind of guy, and that’s a blessing and a curse.

      Sara led me in the opposite direction, toward the bar on the other side of the room from where Joanna headed. I had to drive back, so I just got a Coke, but Sara chose a white wine, and then we headed back into the fray. She introduced me to a dozen people, and I knew I’d never remember their names. I smiled and nodded and tried to look manly but harmless.

      “You work on cars? Sweet.” Jon, a dark-haired man with green eyes, looked genuinely interested, and I tried to relax. “There’s a garage near the inn we own in Brookville—specializes in classics and imports. I like to stroll by now and again and look at what they’re working on.”

      Jon and I discussed cars for a while, saving both of us from having to mingle while our partners worked the room and talked shop with colleagues. I felt like I’d dodged a bullet, and Jon looked equally relieved until his partner, Pete, returned to claim him when the emcee asked people to head to their tables.

      “Hope to see you around,” Jon said, as Pete led him off toward their assigned table. Sara showed up a few seconds later.

      “We’re over here,” she said, steering me to the left. I’d enjoyed the chat with Jon, and from the way several other adrift significant others had joined into the conversation, I knew I wasn’t the only one who felt out of my element.

      Our table for eight included six total strangers to me. It didn’t seem as if Sara knew them either, except to recognize that they were with the group. One of the guys, Chip, looked familiar, and he kept glancing in my direction as if trying to place me.

      “This hotel is beautiful.” Carly, a woman in her middle years with a bright red bob haircut, gestured with a sweeping motion to encompass the old Victorian. “So well maintained, and a great lake view.”

      “It reminds me of some of the grand old hotels in Cape May, or up in the Adirondacks,” Simon added. He and his partner, Chip, ran a B&B near Grove City.

      “Ooh, I bet it’s seen plenty of history,” Shelly chimed in. She was married to Nate, and they ran a mid-century modern B&B outside of Greensburg.

      “You think it’s haunted?” Nate asked. From the look on his face, I couldn’t tell whether he thought that was a plus or a minus.

      “That’s what the brochure says,” Kendall replied, and I guessed he went with Carly. “I bet they charge more for the thrill of maybe seeing a spook.”

      “What I read says the hotel has a bunch of ghosts,” Carly added. “There’s a bride who was killed in a fire, a little girl on a tricycle who fell off a balcony, and a couple of other regular ghosts. It would be cool to see them.”

      “You’re that ghost hunting guy.” Chip hadn’t said anything since we sat down, but his voice silenced everyone at the table. Nate’s comment had probably made the connection for him of where he knew me from, although I didn’t recognize him.

      “Actually, I’m a mechanic,” I replied. “Everything else is a hobby.” Technically, that was true. Although my garage manager, Pete, could tell anyone who asked that I tended to spend more time away from the job than on it.

      “But you’re a ghost hunter, like on TV,” Chip persisted. “Simon’s friend Maxine said somebody put you in touch with her when weird things happened out at her lake house, and you took care of it.”

      I remembered Maxine and her lake house. An antique leather trunk she’d bought at an estate sale ended up having a nasty poltergeist attached, and by the time Father Leo and I waded into the mess, the negative energy had attracted a bunch of dark entities and angry ghosts that were more than happy to come along for the ride.

      “It’s really not anything like what you see on TV,” I replied, really wishing someone, anyone, would change the subject. Nate looked like he wanted to ask questions. Carly’s gaze was cool and assessing. Simon crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I call bullshit.” Simon’s gaze bored into me. “There’s no such thing as ghosts. It’s all just parlor tricks, like those fake mediums who con people out of their money and break their hearts. It’s a scam.”

      “Maybe some of the time it’s fake,” Shelly agreed. “But my sister has had a bunch of experiences she can’t explain, and that convinced her.”

      “It’s all subjective,” Simon replied. He wasn’t just a skeptic; he was an evangelist for skepticism. My heart sank. I didn’t want to be the focus of the conversation, and I definitely did not want to embarrass Sara in front of her fellow innkeepers. “How much do you charge people to get rid of their ‘ghosts’?” He made air quotes.

      “He doesn’t charge,” Sara spoke up. “And you can believe what you want to believe, but lay off him, Simon. Everyone’s entitled to a hobby—don’t you collect toys or something?”

      Simon glared at her. “I collect vintage action figures. They have resale value.”

      I got the feeling that Simon and Sara had faced off before, and that I might just be collateral damage in an ongoing war. That didn’t make me feel any better about being put on the spot, or about having Sara feel like she needed to defend me to her peers.

      “I want to know more about the ghosts,” Nate said. “Are you some kind of medium?”

      I thought for a moment Nate was trolling me, but he looked sincere. Much as I wanted to the conversation to shift, I didn’t want to be rude. “No. I’m not a medium. I only step in when ghosts get dangerous. Then I help them move on.”

      Honestly, ghosts aren’t usually a big problem. Monsters and supernatural creatures were where the real danger lay, but I was not going to bring that up.

      “So like the ghosts in this hotel, you wouldn’t banish them?” Nate asked.

      “Not as long as they aren’t hurting anyone,” I replied. I could feel the others staring at me and felt judged. Sara’s hand gripped mine under the table.

      “Ghosts aren’t real,” Simon lectured. “How can you take this seriously? Ghosts are just a figment of people’s overactive imagination. They’re invisible friends made up by people who want attention. Most of this crap is all rooted in mental illness—”

      Just then, the lights suddenly went out. I felt the temperature drop in the room, where it had been pleasantly warm only minutes before. People gasped as an orb of light zipped from one end of the ballroom to the other and vanished. The scent of jasmine filled the room, and off in the direction of the front porch, I heard the brrring of the bell on a child’s tricycle. Only the tea light candles in the centerpieces lit the room, but we had just enough light to glimpse a bride in a white gown glide past the window and disappear.

      The lights came on as quickly as they went out, blinding us. Instantly, the room was abuzz.

      “Offhand, I’d say the ghosts don’t like to be dissed,” Sara said with a grin that dared Simon to disagree. Simon scowled at her, but no one else at the table paid him any attention; they were all busy comparing notes and speculating on what had just happened.

      I kept my head down and focused on my meal, which was excellent. By the time the guests had finally finished talking about the unplanned “dinner show,” dessert had been served. Much as I would be happily rid of our supper companions, I’m not one to ever pass up a good piece of pie with ice cream.

      If Simon intended to say more, Chip’s glare kept him quiet. I just wanted the evening to be over, and I wondered whether Sara would break up with me after dinner or wait until tomorrow. After all, I was at best a sham, and at worst a laughingstock in the eyes of her colleagues, and I’d known from the start that Sara could do much better than someone like me.

      When we had all finished dessert, the emcee announced a twenty-minute intermission before the evening session. I figured that allowed for a smoke and a bathroom break and gave the plus-ones a chance to go back to their rooms or head to the bar.

      Chip steered Simon away before his husband had the chance to make a parting shot. Nate seemed sincere when he said it was nice to meet me, but the rest of the farewells were banal pleasantries. Sara took my hand as we walked out to the parking lot.

      I turned to face her when we reached my truck. “I’m sorry,” I said, choosing to be the one to bring it up. “You didn’t need that tonight. Blair always says that you can dress me up, but you can’t take me out.” I braced myself for the worst. This thing between Sara and me was new, and we were both gun shy. She certainly didn’t need me making her lose face in front of her colleagues—and competitors.

      “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about,” Sara said, with a flash of anger in her eyes. “Simon Graham is an asshole. He’s the one who brought up the whole subject, and he’s the one who pissed off the ghosts. You did fine.”

      “I didn’t mean to cause you any embarrassment,” I replied.

      “You didn’t,” Sara countered. “Simon managed to embarrass himself single-handedly. As for your hunting—what you do is hard and dangerous, and important. Some people might not understand, but I do.” She reached up to touch my cheek. “No harm, no foul, Mark. I’m still really glad you came for dinner. And I’m sorry I can’t go home with you tonight, but…”

      “I know. Evening session, then more mingling,” I replied, and while I wished Sara could take the night off, I was equally glad not to be involved in the evening wind-down at the bar with Simon and the others.

      “I’ll call you when I get back to Kane tomorrow,” she promised. “And we can plan your next trip up to visit. Okay?” That’s when I realized she looked a little scared, too. Maybe she was afraid being put on the spot by Simon and Nate had made me ready to bolt.

      “Definitely okay,” I said and pulled her close for a kiss. It was just right—and not long enough. She looked a little flushed when she finally stepped away.

      “I’ve got to go. Stay safe, and call me,” she said, ducking in for another peck on the cheek.

      “Have a nice evening,” I said, reluctantly letting go of her hand. “And be careful driving back.”

      I watched her go into the hotel, then climbed into my truck. Much as I hated social events, it was worth it for some extra time together. I looked back up at the old hotel, silhouetted against the night sky, and thought I caught the scent of jasmine and the faint ring of a tricycle bell.

      “Thank you,” I said to the ghosts of Hotel Conneaut. “I think you got the last laugh.”
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      I didn’t go straight home. Since I knew I’d be kinda down after leaving Sara at the hotel, I headed over to meet my friend Louie Marino out at the Drunk Monk, our favorite watering hole on the east side of the lake.

      The Drunk Monk has a picture of a tipsy friar on its sign. Inside, it’s a cozy neighborhood bar with a pool table, some dart boards, good food, and cheap beer. Danny, the bartender, is a retired Marine, so there’s never any trouble—at least, not for long.

      Tonight, Louie already held down a table, and he’d brought a friend. I remembered the guy’s name—Patrick Carmody—just before I sat down.

      “How’d it go?” Louie asked. I signaled the server for a beer like they were drinking and slumped back in the booth.

      “About as well as you might expect.”

      Louie snorted. “My expectations for you are pretty low, Mark.”

      My response was the one-finger salute. Louie and I go way back—all the way to grade school. He’s a cop in Linesville, which is just up the road from the little burg of Atlantic where I live. And Patrick, if I recalled, was a police officer in Meadville.

      “Haven’t seen you for a while, Patrick,” I said. “How are things in the big city?” Meadville was only “big” compared to how small all the other towns were.

      “Mostly good,” Patrick replied with a shrug. He was about the same age as Louie and me, with white-blond hair and blue eyes. “The wife and kids are fine, parents doing okay, nobody’s sick. So—good.”

      “Patrick’s having some trouble, and I think you can help him with it,” Louie said, falling silent as the server brought me a beer.

      “Oh, yeah?” I asked, taking a swing. “What’s going on?”

      Patrick looked around, checking to make sure no one around us was listening. “I got called up to Radio Tower Hill because of some property damage and a report that someone had seen a hairy naked man running around. So, I went up, and I found some odd footprints. I tapped into the security cameras around the broadcast tower, and I got this.”

      He held out his phone and brought up a grainy video. At first, it looked like a hunched over, very hairy shirtless man walking across the camera’s range. But when Patrick zoomed in, there was no mistaking it. The creature had the body of a man—and the head of a pig.

      “Shit. The pig people are back,” Louie muttered.

      Everyone around these parts knew about the pig people of Radio Tower Hill. The hill is one of the highest points around here, out off Kerrtown road. Since the road only goes up to the fenced-off broadcast tower, it’s a popular make-out place for horny teenagers. But the isolation that makes the hill road a Lovers’ Lane also attracts cryptids that would rather not have a lot of people around. Chief among those are the infamous pig people.

      “Where the hell do they come from?” I wondered aloud. The pig people were Meadville’s version of the Jersey Devil or the Mothman—creatures so strange you’d think they had to be fictional, reappearing generation after generation but never scientifically confirmed.

      Lucky for us, the pig people just wanted to be left alone, but they protected their privacy by scaring off anyone who crossed their path and damaging property, like the radio tower fence. They were good at evading cameras and hunters. There were never more than one or two of the pig people at a time, and while they had the constitution of a wild boar, they had the intelligence of a human. But the pig-man hadn’t hurt anyone, hadn’t even threatened anyone. Killing him wouldn’t be easy. Trapping him would be even harder.

      “Did you call Animal Control?” I asked, even though I felt sure I knew what Patrick was going to say.

      “I told them we had a wild boar up there,” Patrick said. “They just laughed and asked if I was the ‘new kid’ and that it was a snipe hunt.”

      “Which is why I thought he ought to talk to you,” Louie said. He didn’t push me into explaining why, and I appreciated him letting me make that judgment.

      “Can you help?” Patrick asked.

      I ran a hand over my face, fighting the urge to rub my tired eyes. After the clusterfuck at the hotel reception, I had to get my head back in the game. “Yeah. Maybe. Do you know how many of them there are?”

      “Just saw one on the cameras,” he replied. “Pretty sure it’s the same one because he’s got a big scar on one shoulder.”

      “Okay, do you know anyone with a beater camper? One they don’t want back.”

      “A camper?”

      “Yeah. We’re gonna do a catch and release.”
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      That’s how I ended up out on Radio Tower Hill with Louie and Patrick, ready to snare ourselves a pig-man. Louie and I had gone boar hunting once, so we knew how to set a snare. Patrick had called a large animal vet that worked with the Meadville PD and said he needed tranq darts for a really big wild hog.

      I wasn’t crazy about the tranqs. They’re unpredictable, even with a vet involved. Boars also can get heat stroke easily, and while I didn’t know how much a pig person had in common biology-wise with a boar, I didn’t want to kill the guy if I didn’t have to. If I had my druthers, we’d trap the pig man, knock him out, and take him way up into the Big Woods where he wouldn’t bother anyone else.

      This should have felt like an easy run. After all, no ghosts, demons, ghouls, zombies, or really scary monsters were involved. Just a guy who was more pig than man. Then again, I’ve seen things go south on an average deer hunt, so I try not to ever let my guard down. And something in my gut told me this wouldn’t be as easy as it looked.

      “You think this pig-man is bigger than the boar we got the last time?” Louie asked as we set the steel cables.

      “Bigger maybe,” I replied. I dug a few inches down into the dirt and buried the mix of fermented corn and grease that wild hogs love. I was betting Pig-Man had the same fine tastes as his porcine relatives, and that it would draw him into the snares, where Patrick could get off a clean shot with the tranq gun. “I don’t think the boar we got weighed as much as a full-grown man.”

      Louie shrugged. “Maybe not a linebacker, but a little guy? Maybe.”

      “That’s just it,” I said, wrinkling my nose at the smell of the bait. “That’s a big range. Make the dart too weak, and it won’t take him down. He’ll be groggy—maybe—but not for long. Too strong, and he’s dead before we get him down the hill.”

      “I thought you were a monster hunter,” Patrick said over his shoulder as he set up a rough blind to hide him from the pig man’s view.

      “When I have to be,” I replied, finishing up the last snare while Louie spread leaves and dirt to camouflage the snares. “But this guy is just busting up fences, scaring the locals. If we can move him out where there aren’t any fences or locals, he’s happy as…well, a pig in slop.”

      Once we had everything set up, we pulled back to the blind to wait. Stakeouts were the boring part of monster hunting and being a police officer. We had to stay quiet and focused, but no one can stay at high alert for hours on end. The real challenge was not getting distracted because that was when everything was sure to go to shit.

      After a few hours, we heard snuffling. Louie and I had checked out the whole top of Radio Tower Hill, looking for where the wildlife made their trails. Even this close to town, there were more deer, foxes, possums, coyotes, and other wild animals than most people think. The trick when trapping was to find a path that only your target animal used. I felt pretty sure that’s what we snared, but it’s not like we had any control over the rest of the furry creatures to tell them that route was off limits.

      I listened, and I saw the others rouse as well. Patrick reached for the tranq rifle. I had a K-bar and a nice heavy sap, in case the dart didn’t take and the pig person needed a little tap on the back of the head. Louie had a pole snare, the kind Animal Control uses on raccoons, only the industrial-sized version made for restraining unruly livestock without hurting them.

      Shuffling, heavy footsteps sounded like they were in the right place. I didn’t want to move, didn’t want to breathe wrong and have the wind pick up my scent or snap a twig and ruin everything. I had no idea how well the creature could hear, but I knew that regular pigs could sniff out truffles and bombs, despite being immune to their own odor.

      Closer. Closer. Then a loud, angry squeal as the snare caught.

      “Go, go, go!” I ordered. Patrick already had the tranq gun ready. He fired once, then twice. We waited. For an animal that had been shot full of sedative, the pig-man thrashed and howled plenty.

      “Shit,” Patrick said. “I must have missed on one of those.”

      “How many does it take to bring him down?” Louie asked. I wondered the same thing, if we also had to worry about over-tranqing the creature.

      “At least two good hits,” Patrick said. He loaded another round and fired. “Shit. He’s moving too much.”

      “Tranq him again, Patrick,” I said. “I don’t want to have to shoot him.”

      Patrick edged around the blind with the dart gun. Louie moved off the other side to cover him. I stayed where I was, ready to jump in if they needed me.

      Patrick took a step closer to the pig-man for a clean shot. But he underestimated the creature’s reach, and Piggy swiped out with one arm, slashing with sharp nails. Louie dove to push Patrick out of the monster’s way. He and Patrick went down in a heap, out of Piggy’s reach. When Louie rolled off, Patrick didn’t move.

      “Shit. I think he tranqed himself,” Louie said. He felt for a pulse. “Yep. Out cold.”

      I swore creatively. “That’s just great! Now we’ve got to carry two of them down the hill to the truck.” I reached into my bag for my secret weapon that works on most carnivorous monsters. Bacon balls.

      I realized that it would have been wrong to give Piggy regular bacon. Pig people might be monsters, but as far as I knew, they weren’t cannibals. I’d altered my recipe. These were turkey bacon balls, for a more civilized trap.

      “One little piggy went to market,” I coaxed, edging closer with the bacon ball in front of me, letting it waft its hickory smoked goodness toward the snared pig man. “One little piggy stayed home.” I had the bacon in my left hand and the heavy leather sap in my right. “And one little piggy went wee-wee-we—” I tossed him the bacon ball, and as he dove for it, I brought the sap down with a thud on the back of his head.

      Piggy slumped. Louie pounced with heavy-duty zip ties and restrained his wrists. I rolled the pig-man over and kept a foot in the middle of his back while Louie released the creature’s feet from the snares and zip tied his ankles.

      “How long will that keep him out?” Louie asked.

      “With luck, more than two hours,” I repeated. “We need to get him to the Big Woods and out to the drop point.” I straightened and looked at our two fallen comrades. “So…which one do you want to carry?”
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      A lot of grunting and straining later, Louie and I got Piggy and Patrick down the hill. Louie dumped Patrick into the back seat of the truck cab. I rolled Piggy off my shoulder with a thunk and into the beat-up camper. We stuck our gear bags next to Patrick and headed down Radio Tower Hill for the highway. Night had fallen by the time we headed east.

      “I love this drive in the fall,” Louie said. “The trees are beautiful.”

      “Yeah, but there’s a whole lotta nothin’ out there,” I replied. “The middle and top of the freaking state is nothing but forest.”

      Patrick was still out, and after Louie checked in with the vet who gave us the darts, we knew that the hospital couldn’t do more than let him sleep it off, but we’d be tied up with a bunch of hard-to-answer questions. We ignored Patrick’s snoring and kept driving. Louie found one more dart in Patrick’s bag that had gotten overlooked in the excitement, which we’d need if Piggy woke up before we made it to the drop point.

      Kane was a little over two hours from Meadville, and I kept to the speed limit since I didn’t want to get pulled over. An hour and a half into the drive, we heard irate squeals from the back, and belatedly realized we should have gagged Piggy. Not long after, the thud of him hurling himself from side to side made the whole camper shake.

      “You’re sure he’s not going to get out the door?” Louie asked.

      “That’s why I put the steel bar on it.”

      “And we just hope passing motorists don’t wonder who we kidnapped?”

      “You’re a cop. You just flash them, and they go away.”

      Louie rolled his eyes. “Flash my badge. Not flash them. God, you’re a child sometimes.”

      I grinned. “And yet, you’ve known me all my life, and you’re still here.”

      Louie groaned. “I blame it on being from a small town. Not many people to choose from.” The grin on his face put the lie to his words.

      From the sounds of it, Piggy trashed the inside of the camper like a rock star. I didn’t know whether he’d gotten out of his zip ties or just managed to hurl himself from side to side trussed up. Since we had another dart, my brilliant plan was to get to the trailhead, knock out a window in the camper, and tranq Piggy again. He might have a hell of a hangover from the drugs, but it was better than having to shoot him.

      Louie and I chatted about everything and nothing as we drove. Louie filled me in on what was new with his wife, Madison, and their kids. He asked about Sara; I told him about what an embarrassment I’d been at her dinner and how I figured she would never want to see me again.

      “I doubt that,” he assured me. “Not that you aren’t an ass, or embarrassing, but Sara knew about the whole hunting thing the first time she met you. She knows that the stuff you hunt is real.”

      I shrugged, still feeling insecure. “Being able to deal with danger is one thing. Getting embarrassed in front of your colleagues is another.”

      “But the ghosts showed up,” Louie protested. “That means the skeptics are the ones who should have been embarrassed, not you.”

      “Maybe.”

      Louie looked at me appraisingly for a moment, and the silence got uncomfortable. “Mark, she’s not Lara.”

      My ex-wife Lara had gotten impatient with how long I grieved after the wendigo attack. I hadn’t gotten the memo that said grief came with a deadline. She wanted to move on, and I couldn’t, so she moved out. Other than a few disastrous blind dates set up by well-meaning friends, Sara was the first woman I’d dated. The fact that I cared for her made it even scarier.

      “I know that,” I snapped. “But be honest, Louie. I mean, I’m damaged goods.”

      Louie sighed and rolled his eyes. “You aren’t the only guy to ever get a divorce. Or to be a little fucked in the head.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, giving him the side eye.

      “You know what I mean,” Louie replied. “I know plenty of cops and guys who came back from the military who saw shit that screwed them up a bit. It happens. Some of them have partners or find partners who can handle it; some don’t. You are more than your scars.”

      “That’s profound. Did you come up with that yourself?” The snark lightened the mood, just a little.

      “Hell, no. That was in a book Madison made me read about cops and PTSD and marriage. She told me she’s in it for the long haul, so I needed to keep my head on straight.” He grinned. “She’s one scary woman when she sets her mind on something.” And I knew from the smile on his face that Madison had her mind set firmly on keeping Louie alive and well and with her. I found myself hoping Sara would feel the same for me.

      “I’ll think about it,” I muttered. Then I turned the music up, the universal guy signal to indicate that the conversation was over.

      We pulled into the trailhead parking lot around ten. To my relief, no other cars were nearby. Piggy had quieted down, no longer making the camper rock from side to side, and I hoped he had worn himself out. Since I didn’t intend to take any chances, I waited until Louie loaded the dart gun, then I busted a window in the camper and let Louie take the shot. Piggy went down.

      “Shit. Look at the mess,” I muttered under my breath as we lifted the bar from the door and looked in. Piggy had managed to dent the walls, splinter cabinet doors, and destroy the overhead light. If the camper hadn’t been on its way to the junkyard before, it was certainly headed there now.

      “What about Patrick?” Louie asked as I hefted Piggy over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

      “Lock the doors. He’ll be fine. We’ll be back before he wakes up,” I replied. Louie locked Patrick inside the cab and jogged over to me.

      “Where are we taking pig man?”

      “I’ve got just the spot,” I promised.

      “What’s the beer for?” Louie had spotted the six pack in my left hand. I had the sap in my right hand, in case Piggy came around, and my gun in my holster, just in case.

      The last time I’d been in the woods here, there’d been snow on the ground. Louie followed me as we moved through my familiar path through the forest. Up ahead was the tree I was looking for. I set the beer down at the base, grunting at doing a squat with Piggy’s weight on me, and stood.

      “You’re leaving it out here?”

      “It’s for a friend,” I said and smiled as the air shimmered nearby. “Hi, Gus,” I greeted the ghost that materialized.

      Gus grinned. He was an older man, still clad in the camo jacket and pants he’d been wearing when he’d fallen out of a tree stand and died sixty some years ago. His ghost haunted the forest, helping lost hunters and hanging out in the woods he loved so much. Gus had given me a hand on a couple of dicey cases. I always brought him beer; my way of saying “thank you.”

      “I’m not imagining this,” Louie said, sounding a little breathless as he stared at Gus.

      “Nope. This is Gus. Gus, meet my friend Louie.”

      Gus nodded, pointed to the beer, and nodded his thanks. Then he pointed to Piggy and frowned.

      “He’s causing a nuisance where he was,” I explained to the ghost. “Didn’t hurt anyone, but he couldn’t stay. I didn’t want to have to shoot him. I figured he’d have plenty of room out here, maybe on the forbidden land?”

      Gus thought for a moment, then nodded. Part of the state forest was off-limits because it was sacred to the local Native American tribes. That land was closed to hunters, but I had a feeling that for a creature like Piggy, it would be just fine.

      We headed off together, two men, Piggy, and a ghost, and before long, we reached the fence that marked the tribal preserve. Piggy had already slipped his zip ties. I leaned over the fence and lowered him down onto the ground on the far side. He snuffled, rolled over, and went back to sleep.

      “Keep an eye on him, will ya?” I asked Gus. “Help him stay out of sight. There’s got to be enough backcountry out here for him to be able to avoid trouble.”

      Gus nodded solemnly and made a motion to cross his heart, letting me know he’d do his best. Louie watched Gus in a mixture of fear and fascination, but Gus just seemed happy to see us. I chatted with the ghost on the way back to the beer tree, filling him in on this and that, just talking.

      We stopped at the tree. “Hope you like the brewski. I’ll bring some whiskey next time.”

      Gus laughed and nodded. “I’m sure I’ll see you before long. Take care of yourself,” I said, and realized that was an odd thing to say to a ghost. Gus just grinned and gestured at me, basically saying “you, too.” I waved as Louie, and we headed back to the parking lot. Behind us, I heard a beer can collapsing. Don’t know how Gus drinks it, but I’m happy to know there’s alcohol in the afterlife.

      Louie had all kinds of questions about Gus, which I answered on our way to the truck. My phone buzzed, and I glanced at it. I had a text from Sara.

      Loved seeing you for dinner. Ghosts were a bonus. Call me. Missing you already. Sara.

      Maybe she wasn’t going to ditch me, after all.

      Just as we reached the lot, I held up a hand, and Louie went quiet.

      “Shit,” I muttered. A local cop was shining a light in through the passenger window.

      “You know him?”

      “Yeah. Officer Sumbitch. He kinda hates me.” The feeling was mutual. The cop had given me a hard time on my last couple of creature hunts out here. I couldn’t remember his real name.

      “Leave it to me.”

      Just that fast, Louie switched into cop mode. His posture, the swagger, the tilt of his chin, he was the same guy, but not. He already had his badge in hand as Officer Sumbitch looked up and pointed the flashlight at us.

      “You’re trespassing,” Officer Sumbitch announced.

      “Louie Marino, Linesville PD,” Louie said like he hadn’t heard the man. “That’s Patrick Carmody, Meadville PD,” he added with a nod toward the man sleeping in the truck. “Pat and Mark and I came up for dinner with my grandpa, Fred Houser.”

      The local cop’s brows drew together. “Chief Houser?”

      I forgot Louie’s mom came from out here, and apparently, her dad was a big deal. “Yep. You know him?” He kept on talking as if it was assumed that everyone in these parts knew Chief Houser. “So Pat had a few beers too many, and we were just driving back, but Mark and I had to take a whiz, you know? So we just stopped long enough to take care of business, and we’ll be on our way.”

      “What’s wrong with your camper?” Officer Sumbitch growled. I could see he didn’t like losing, and he was going to find something to fight about.

      “Doing a favor for my grandpa,” Louie lied. “He picked us up and drove us out here, and we promised to drive that beater back to the scrapyard in Geneva, ‘cause they’ll give him the best price. Pretty awful, isn’t it?”

      Officer Sumbitch wasn’t stupid. He knew we were up to something, but he had nothing to pin on us. It rankled, and he’d probably take it out on me when next we crossed paths, but invoking Chief Houser’s name had convinced him to bide his time.

      “Better get moving then,” he grumbled. “And watch your speed.”

      “We’re just leaving,” I promised, getting a glare in return. The cop stood with his hands on his hips, glaring at us as we backed up and headed away.

      “Another member of your fan club?” Louie needled as we got back on the road.

      I sighed. “You know me. Mr. Popularity.”
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      “Thanks for coming, Father Leo. You too, Mark.” Thomas Horvath leaned forward over the table in the back of Nemeth’s Pub. A murmured comment to the man behind the counter had earned the padre and me a once-over, then a nod to Thomas confirmed we’d have our drinks refreshed, and food brought, but be otherwise left alone.

      The crowd at the bar cheered the score as they watched the playoff on the huge screen. On the other side of the room, a pool game had the full attention of half a dozen guys and several women, while a dart board in the far corner drew other competitors. It looked like we’d found the hotspot in tiny little Cheswick.

      Downtown Cheswick looked like a lot of former coal mining towns in these parts. With its heyday long past, the business district had a depressing number of defunct shops, and what remained looked like they were hanging on by a thread. The homes were well-kept but appeared as tired as their owners, and most of the younger people fled for greener pastures. Yet, on our way in, I’d spotted a surprising number of new apartment buildings.

      “Who’s doing all the construction?” I asked. “You getting a big new fulfillment center around here?”

      Thomas shook his head. “I wish. It’s the frackers. You know, natural gas extraction. The energy companies bring in their crews and put up their equipment, then once they’re done, they they take the natural gas, and we’re left with polluted groundwater and earthquakes. The crews come in, overrun the place, and leave when the drilling goes elsewhere.” I couldn’t miss the bitterness in his voice.

      Fracking had turned a lot of Pennsylvanians militant. The process pumped liquid under high pressure into the layers of rock underground to push reserves of natural gas out, making deposits available that couldn’t be extracted any other way. But doing that disturbed the bedrock, causing tremors, and many communities blamed fouled water supplies on the fracking. Tempers flared, the big corporations and communities lawyered up, and things got nasty, sometimes violent.

      “What’s this all about, Thomas?” Father Leo asked. He wore a black shirt with a clerical collar over jeans and a worn pair of Timberlands, but the canvas jacket hid the collar from prying eyes. On the rare occasions Father Leo was out of “uniform,” he looked like a regular guy.

      Thomas slid a manila folder toward us. “I’ve had four murders in the past month, and that’s four more than Cheswick’s had in a couple of years,” he said. Even if Father Leo hadn’t told me Thomas was a cop, I would have known from the no-nonsense voice and the eyes that looked like they’d seen far too much. I saw eyes like that whenever I looked in a mirror, and more than once, people had guessed wrong that I was either ex-military or police. The horrors I’d witnessed came in a different line of duty, but they all left a mark, regardless of the source.

      “Mob? Serial killer?” I ventured. Father Leo winced at the sight of the pictures. I felt my stomach roll. The bodies had been mutilated, then burned. Whoever the killer was, he had a hell of a lot of rage.

      “Those are some of the theories,” Thomas said, in a tone that let me know he didn’t believe them. “But there’s no physical evidence at the scene. No footprints, DNA, hair, weapon, fingerprints, tire marks—nothing. Two of the dead men had security systems active at the time of the murders. The system doesn’t even indicate that the door was opened, let alone forced. One of the men was on the phone when he was attacked, and in the five minutes it took the cops to arrive, he was cut to hell and burned. Doors locked from the inside, no blood anywhere but under the body.”

      “You think it’s our kind of thing,” Father Leo said, leveling a gaze at Thomas, who nodded.

      “I can’t bring you in officially. I’d lose my badge,” Thomas admitted. “But standard operating procedure isn’t going to catch this killer.”

      “You need us to poke around and figure out what might be doing the killing, or do you have a theory?” I asked.

      Thomas reclaimed the folder and put it into his backpack. “You ever hear of the Harwick Mine Disaster?” At our shrugs, he continued. “Happened back in 1904. Killed 181 men and a mule. Actually, the mule killed two of those men.”

      “The mule?”

      “The mule was going down in the shaft elevator when the explosion ripped through the mine. It shot the lift cage and the mule out of the shaft so hard the poor creature flew up in the air, right through the tipple building, killing two workers.”

      “Holy shit,” I muttered, and Father Leo sighed. “Sorry.”

      “What does the Harwick disaster have to do with the murders, and us being here?” Father Leo asked.

      “I’m getting to that,” Thomas promised. “The four men who died didn’t know each other, didn’t have any business dealings with one another and had no enemies. No drugs, no funny financial stuff, no messy divorces. They all came from families that have been in Harwick for years, and they’re all the oldest male in their family. Ages ranged from forty to seventy. They had very little in common except for the kinds of injuries that killed them. And the fact that all of them had traces of coal dust on their clothing, although none of them had any reason to be near coal.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      He lifted a hand for silence. “Pete Mihilov was the one who made the comment that got me thinking. He’s almost retirement age, one of the oldest cops on the force. Grew up in a mining family and went down in the mines himself when he was a young man. Said that the only time he’d ever seen injuries like that was when a mine fire broke out.”

      “What did the dead men do for a living?” Father Leo asked.

      “Accountant, car salesman, graphic designer, plumber,” Thomas replied.

      “Any of the mines around here still working?” I asked.

      Thomas shook his head. “Haven’t been for decades. But I did find one other thing the dead men had in common. Their ancestors were all mine management back when the disaster happened.”

      “It’s a small town,” I said, playing devil’s advocate. “Isn’t everyone in Cheswick related to someone who had a connection to the mine?”

      “Not to the bosses,” Thomas replied. “The Harwick disaster was a cluster…” He cut himself off with a guilty look at Father Leo, who just smiled. “The fire boss was supposed to make sure no machinery had been used for a specific amount of time before a new dynamite charge was set off and that the area was watered down to get the coal dust out of the air. That didn’t happen. The ventilation system had ice in it that didn’t get cleared away, and that meant the fresh air wasn’t circulating and methane built up deep in the tunnels. The people who were supposed to check those things didn’t. And when the charge went off, it ignited the very flammable dust and methane gas. The men close by were blown up and burned. The ones farther out died from asphyxiation from the methane. And flying mules not withstanding, it was a hell of a blast. Caused a cave-in and ripped apart the elevator, which made it all the harder to go looking for survivors.”

      “Were there any?” I asked.

      “One,” Thomas said. “A sixteen-year-old boy who was pretty badly injured. Of course, there was an inquiry, and lots of noises made about safety, and some low-level guys got scapegoated, but no charges were brought against the mine owners, or the foreman, general manager, superintendent, or fire boss.”

      “Figures,” I muttered. I’d never been a miner myself, but I’d heard my grandfather tell stories about his father growing up around South Fork out in the middle of the state, in the coal mines back in the 1930s. Mining was hard, dangerous work, and if the hazards underground didn’t kill you, odds were good you’d wheeze out your last breath from “black lung” when you were older.

      “I think something happened when the frackers came in,” Thomas said, dropping his voice to a near-whisper. “I don’t understand how ghosts work, or any of that supernatural stuff, but how can it be that the frackers start up, and a few months later, something’s killing people with ties to the old mine?”

      I had to work at it to make the connection, but Thomas seemed to see the link clearly. “So you think the fracking disturbed something in the old Harwick mine, and it’s come back for revenge?” I asked.

      “Either the fracking process itself or the earthquakes it caused,” Thomas replied. “No one had any reason to kill those men, except for them being descended from the overseers whose negligence caused those deaths.”

      “Is there an anniversary of some kind?” Father Leo probed. “Maybe it’s some kind of vengeance from the miners’ descendants?”

      Thomas shook his head. “Locked rooms. Security systems and video cameras that didn’t trip. No physical evidence. I’m telling you, ghosts did this. And I can’t arrest a ghost.”

      Father Leo and I exchanged a glance. Thomas might be onto something, or he might just be desperate to find an answer, any answer. But his theory provided means, motive, and access, and Thomas deserved having us at least check it out.

      “We’ll see what we can find,” Father Leo promised. “And if it’s ghosts, we’ll deal with it.”

      Thomas let out a long breath, relief clear on his face. “Thank you. I didn’t know where else to turn. Everything else has been a dead end.”

      Father Leo and I got a room for the night, since Cheswick, the town where the Harwick mine was located, was over an hour’s drive from home. We wanted to get an early start to see what remained of the old mine and get prepared if Thomas’s hunch proved correct.

      The motel was the park-in-front kind, unchanged since the 1970s, with gold shag carpet and cheap paintings of Italian landscapes. All the other hotels were full, and we were trying to save money.

      Father Leo looked around the room. “I think my virtue is in peril just walking into the room. Are you sure this place doesn’t rent by the hour?”

      “It’s not old…it’s ‘retro,’” I replied with a smirk. “And it’s got a coffee maker. If the sheets are clean and the shower works, I’m good.”

      “Not exactly what I had in mind when I swore my vow of poverty, but we’ll work with what we’ve got,” he retorted with a grin. I’d had more than enough hunts where I’d slept in my truck. I wasn’t going to be particular.

      I’d stopped for pop and snacks on the way back from meeting with Thomas, so we were set for the night. I set up my laptop while Father Leo pulled out the copied files Thomas had shared with us. I knew the cop risked a lot to bring us in on the murders, and I felt certain that handing over the files to us was highly unorthodox. I hoped that after all that, we could come through for him.

      As the padre studied the files, I read everything I could find online about the Harwick mine and the disaster. The old photos were grim: coffins lined up row on row, bleak-eyed families clutching their coats around them against the snow, officials at podiums making empty promises. Newspaper articles talked about how the disaster had claimed two or three generations of men in some families, and how more than fifty of the unfortunate miners had been members of the same church.

      Cheswick wasn’t a large town, so losing nearly two hundred men all at once would have been catastrophic. That kind of cataclysm leaves psychic scars and horrific energy resonance. I’m sure psychiatrists could talk for days about the sort of impact such widespread, traumatic loss had on the survivors and their children. But I was more interested in what kind of ripples that massive, sudden loss of life left behind in the spirit world. The miners had been wronged by negligent managers, and they’d had over a hundred years to stew about it. Some of the bodies had never been recovered, and all had died horribly.

      “What are you finding?” Father Leo asked, closing a folder and scrubbing a hand down over his eyes as if to remove the horrific images.

      “More about the disaster itself,” I replied. “We can go out tomorrow morning and have a look at what’s left of the site.” I’d already been through the satellite feeds, but nothing compared to seeing it first-hand.

      “Any ideas on how to stop the killing?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

      “For all we know, the ghosts might be done if they killed the descendants of the men responsible for the disaster,” I replied.

      “What if they aren’t?”

      I grimaced. “That’s where you come in. Read the exorcism, say the blessing, rebuke the evil spirits. That kind of thing.”

      “Exorcisms only work on demons,” Father Leo replied, popping open a can of cola. “Usually. Blessings never hurt, but rebuking isn’t going to dispel them for long.”

      “If all else fails, a few rounds of salt and buckshot usually does the job.” I paused. “What if it’s not ghosts?” I asked. “There are other spirits that live underground. Maybe the fracking woke them, and they’re angry.”

      “We’ll find out, one way or the other,” he replied. “But for now, let’s get some sleep.”
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      Not much remained of the Harwick mine. Abandoned coal mines were common in Pennsylvania, and it wasn’t unusual to see old, half-rotted tipples, rusted railroad spurs, and left-behind carts. But where the entrance to the Harwick mine had been, only forest remained.

      “Someone must have been in a rush to erase what happened,” Father Leo remarked. I had to agree. While the explosion itself might have destroyed the main shaft elevator and the unfortunate mule took out the tipple, effort was required to tear up railroad tracks and obliterate any sign of the big operation.

      “Even if the mine owners didn’t change their ways, I imagine the disaster was bad for public relations,” I mused. “They probably were happy to tear everything down and pretend it never happened.”

      “Something the families didn’t have the option to do,” Father Leo said.

      All that remained of the mine entrance was a ledge of rock and a slit of darkness beneath. All the rest had been filled with tons of gravel. As we walked around the site, we found rusted iron grates over what had been ventilation shafts hidden among the overgrowth. I stared into the darkness and felt a cold presence watching me.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone comes up here,” I said, taking in the view. “Then again, maybe the families go to the disaster monument instead.”

      “Ghosts often cling to where they died, not where they’re commemorated,” Father Leo replied. “Especially when the death is violent.”

      “Thomas says there haven’t been any reports of hauntings at the graveyard or the monument,” I said. “At least, nothing new.”

      We poked around, and as we did, the haste with which the site had been abandoned became clear. My boots kicked up the rusted remains of tools, bolts, and twisted bits of metal. A closer look at the underbrush that had begun to reclaim the area revealed more left-behind equipment.

      From the hilltop, we could see where the fracking equipment had been set up and the bustle of workers and vehicles at the project site. I guessed that their location was a couple of miles away, but that could easily intersect with the web of underground tunnels for a mine like the Harwick. Even if the frackers had attempted due diligence, old mine maps were notoriously inaccurate. It wasn’t a stretch to think their efforts might have bothered something long asleep in the Harwick tunnels.

      I didn’t run into any cold spots, and the EMF meter in my pocket didn’t go off, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. Father Leo didn’t say anything, but from the way he kept looking around and over his shoulder, I was certain he felt it, too. Some presence lurked near the old mine, but whether it was ghosts or not remained to be seen.

      Once we’d gotten a good look at the remains of the mine mouth and mapped out the area in our heads, we went back to town to eat and gather equipment. Father Leo seemed quiet as we drove back to Cheswick.

      “Cat got your tongue?” I teased. I felt a bit melancholy after visiting the mine, and I wondered if that was also affecting the padre, or whether he had something more on his mind.

      “It’s a terrible business, mining,” he said quietly, not looking at me. “I’ve heard a lot of stories over the years about men getting killed, and mine owners or supervisors who skimped on safety precautions, and miners who were too afraid of losing their livelihood to say anything.”

      As we drove through town, a storefront caught my eye. “Harwick Mine Disaster Museum and Memorial.” Father Leo looked curious when I suddenly parked, then saw the sign and nodded.

      “Looks like a good place to check out—after lunch,” he said. My stomach growled in agreement.

      Pauley’s Diner was a greasy spoon, the kind of place that serves fantastic, no-frills burgers and homemade pie, with great coffee to wash it all down. No one gave Father Leo and me a second glance as we walked in and found a table.

      While I studied the menu, I tuned in to the conversations all around me. Most of them had to do with sports scores, fishing season, and politics, pretty typical fare. A glance around suggested we were probably the only non-locals in the diner, a guess supported by the fact that the servers knew the other patrons’ names and bantered with them like long-time friends.

      The food came quickly, and we dove in like starving men. One of the conversations nearby caught my attention. A glance out of the corner of my eye found four middle-aged men, clad in canvas or camouflage coats with trucker hats. The din of conversation, dishes, and the TV made it hard to catch every word.

      “…explain the dreams?” one of the men demanded.

      “…one of those urban legends,” his companion replied with a dismissive gesture, as if the comment wasn’t worth their time.

      “…why hasn’t it happened before?”

      “…letting their imagination get away with them.”

      “…fucking frackers.”

      A younger man with a receding hairline clad in a rumpled jacket hustled past the table on his way to pay at the register. “Hey, Newt! Surprised you’re not gloating in the letters to the editor about how the miners finally got their justice.” From the tone of the laughter, I figured Newt wasn’t the most popular guy in town. He kept on walking, head down, although I could see the flush color his cheeks.

      “What do you think that was about?” Father Leo asked. He glared at the mockers, and they silenced as if they felt the weight of his stare. No matter what Newt had done, neither of us could stomach bullies.

      “No idea. Small towns and old grudges. But the comment about miners getting their justice—”

      The priest nodded. “Yeah. The connection Thomas mentioned.”

      “Maybe the museum will have some answers,” I replied. Just then, our server brought the pie. I knew we had work to do, but I wasn’t going to hurry dessert. Hunting monsters was dangerous, and you never knew which meal might be your last, so I intended to savor each one.

      The loud men were still lingering over their coffee by the time Father Leo and I paid our bill and left. We ducked into the mining museum, and the bell over the door jangled. No one was in sight. A glass counter held keychains, old postcards, and local history books, and a big wooden box sat on top marked “Donations.” I pulled out a five and crammed it into the slot.

      “They’re not worried about thieves,” Father Leo remarked, glancing around the empty room.

      “I don’t imagine they have a big staff,” I said. “Someone probably just needed to use the bathroom.” As if on cue, we heard the rush of water through old pipes.

      “Hello,” I called out, not wanting to startle the desk clerk.

      Newt from the diner bustled out. “Sorry,” he said, wiping wet hands on his jeans. “Just stepped away. Welcome to the museum.” He squinted at us as if trying to place faces. “You’re not from here.”

      I smiled. “Nope. Just passing through. I always heard about the Harwick disaster from my granddad, and we thought we’d just take a little road trip.”

      Newt looked from me to Father Leo. “With a priest?”

      “It’s my day off.” Father Leo managed to look suitably pious.

      Newt shrugged. “Sure. Whatever. Anyhow, welcome. The museum is this room and the back room, plus we have some archives for journalists. Everything in the museum was collected from families of the miners who worked the Harwick, plus some materials from the mine’s owner, the Allegheny Coal Company.”

      He gestured toward the walls, which were full of sepia-toned photographs, and to the crowded glass cases with their treasures. “We have photographs of the miners and their families, Bibles, newspaper clippings, anything we could find.”

      “That’s comprehensive,” I said, thinking that’s a fucking ghost magnet.

      “Do you get many tourists?” I asked, making my way around the room a few steps behind Father Leo. The yellowed papers and faded photographs documented a local tragedy, and I doubted people from Cheswick stopped in more than once.

      “School kids, for history class,” Newt replied. “People who are into family history, and believe-it-or-not, coal mining junkies, who for whatever reason track down old mines.”

      I wondered how many of those “junkies” were also urban explorers, thrill-seekers, and photographers who liked to go into forbidden and abandoned places. “You ever hear about ghosts from the disaster?” I tried to make my tone off-handed, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw Newt flinch.

      “Why d’ya ask?”

      “Just curious. I mean, I watch TV. They always say ghosts from tragedies don’t rest easy.”

      Newt crossed himself, a reaction that looked more reflexive than dramatic. “Some. If you believe in that sort of thing. It’s not something people like to talk about.”

      “I do believe,” I replied. “And I’m curious.”

      “Why?” Newt looked suspicious.

      “I collect ghost stories.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. “Always looking for some I haven’t heard.”

      “You can’t quote me,” he hedged.

      I held a hand to my heart. “Of course not.”

      Newt glanced toward the front window as if someone might see us talking, but none of the scant passers-by paid any attention. “There’ve been stories about miners appearing to their kin since the first night after the explosion,” he confided. “It’s all hearsay, but the stories get passed down. People who saw a dead husband, father, brother, son, standing in the parlor, waving good-bye. Widows who say their husbands’ ghosts came to tell them how to find missing keys or money. Children who say they saw the ghost of a dead relative that protected them from harm. There are some who swear they saw their ghost for years, as a warning before a tragedy.”

      “What do you think?” I saw Father Leo slip into the back room and figured I’d keep Newt talking.

      “People around these parts don’t lie much,” he said. “Except the mine bosses,” he added, curling his lip. “To this day, the priest up at the Hungarian church mentions ‘and all our lost sons and fathers’ in his prayer each week, meaning the mine dead. That explosion changed everything for this town. The mine never recovered. The jobs never came back. The men who didn’t die in the mine moved away to find work. Families lost every man they had.” Newt’s expression grew far away. “It might have been a hundred years ago, but wounds like that don’t heal with time.”

      “How about the murders,” I prompted. “Do you think they have to do with the mine?”

      “All you have to know are the last names of the victims, and you know it had something to do with the Harwick,” Newt replied. “But who did it, and why now? No idea.”

      “After all this time, did people still hate the descendants of those mine managers?” I couldn’t quite fathom blaming grandchildren and great-grandchildren for their ancestors’ misdeeds, but I knew how small-town grudges went.

      “At first,” Newt replied. “Not lately. It wasn’t forgotten, but most people did realize that the men responsible for the disaster died a long time ago. Over the years, the descendants tried to make it up with good deeds—penance, I guess. Folks had to allow how the younger ones might be related, but weren’t that kind of men.”

      “So why kill them?”

      Newt looked away, and I knew he was hiding something. “You’ve got a theory?” I probed.

      Before he could answer, Father Leo called out from the back room. “Mark, you need to see this.”

      I hurried back to join him and found myself facing a strange wax mannequin of a hunched old man in a fur robe. The figure had very pale skin, and a mouth with blood-red lips stretched open across sharp teeth. The sign read “Shubin.”

      “You ever run across a shubin before?” I asked Father Leo.

      He shook his head. “Nope. I’ve heard of kobolds, skarbniks, tommy-knockers—all things that live in mines and cause trouble. But this is a new one.”

      “They’re Ukrainian mine monsters,” Newt said from the doorway where he’d followed me. “Folks in these parts came from all over Eastern Europe. Hungary, Romania, Ukraine. There’s been talk about shubin in the Harwick since the first shafts were opened. Some people think they’re what caused the explosion. Maybe the murders, too.”

      “Where did the statue come from?” I asked, examining the figure. It looked handmade, not mass-produced.

      “Illya Vann made that,” Newt replied. “Said he kept seeing it in his dreams and he thought maybe if he made the statue, it would go away.”

      “Did it?” Father Leo asked.

      “Don’t know. Illya shot himself a couple of days after he sold it to me.”

      That didn’t bode well. “Anyone else see the shubin?”

      Newt bit his lip, a nervous habit, and I wondered if he was worried about saying too much. Then again, I got the feeling not many people stopped by, and from his reception at the diner, he probably didn’t have a busy social calendar. “Yeah. At least, that’s what a bunch of old diaries say. The ghosts that showed up never hurt anybody. But the shubin, that’s a different story. The men in the mine, they believed. They used to take down food and whiskey as offerings, leave it for the shubin, so he didn’t cause cave-ins or send afterdamp—bad air. Had all kinds of superstitions about what not to do to keep on its good side.”

      “Obviously, that went badly,” I replied.

      “Real badly,” Newt agreed. “But after the disaster, nobody saw the shubin again. Until recently.”

      “What changed?” Father Leo asked.

      “People don’t want to say it out loud, because of the money that’s coming in, but me, I think it’s the frackers. They’re disturbing the ground down deep, where the tunnels are. I think they pissed the shubin off.”

      I didn’t know if Newt had come to his theory independently, or if he and Thomas had talked, but I thought their guess was probably right. Creatures like the shubin don’t like to be disturbed, which is why they played malicious pranks—sometimes deadly ones—on miners who troubled their slumber. Drilling of any kind into the depths wasn’t likely to go over well.

      “We ate at the diner,” Father Leo said. “People mentioned bad dreams. And we couldn’t help hearing what that man said to you.”

      Newt rolled his eyes. “Don’t mind Keith. He and his buddies are full of hot air. It’s a funny thing—people in coal mining towns hate the mine companies and the bosses, but at the same time, they’ve been whipped so many times they’re scared to say anything. The mining companies are always threatening that if miners complain about bad conditions, skimping on safety, even breaking the law, that the mines will get shut down and the town will die.”

      His voice grew angry. “Even now, what have we got to lose by telling the truth? The mines have been gone for decades. They aren’t coming back. It’s been long enough; there aren’t even people alive who could lose their pensions.”

      “So those editorials Keith was talking about, you decided to name names?” Father Leo asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Newt nodded vigorously. “Yes. Why not? The miners deserved better. And so did the underlings who got left holding the bag. The managers and the fire boss screwed up—or didn’t care—and they blamed it all on Joe Bohdan, the junior mining engineer. He denied it, but no one would listen. People needed a scapegoat, and they took out their hate on Joe. He couldn’t move away; no one would hire him. Hanged himself out in his barn.”

      I exchanged a glance with Father Leo. Two suicides connected to the disaster, ghost sightings, and a mine monster. What had looked like a simple salt and burn had gotten complicated.

      “But I’m going to clear Joe,” Newt continued, oblivious to our silent conversation. “I found papers to prove the mine bosses knew the vents weren’t working right, and that the foreman was told to not wait the whole hour after running machines to let the dust settle. Cutting those corners, it was just a matter of time before the Harwick blew.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” I asked. On one hand, Newt seemed a little too wrapped up in a long-ago clusterfuck. And yet, his crusading spirit had an idealism that touched my jaded old soul.

      “I’m working on an article for a history magazine,” Newt said with a conspiratorial smile. “They want to know the whole truth. And I’m going to be the one who tells it.” He sighed. “It won’t bring anyone back or get reparations for the families, or even an apology. But there’s something to be said for just having the real story known.”

      “Sounds personal.”

      Newt gave a sheepish grin. “My great-grandmother told me stories about the disaster, about the night her father didn’t come home. Even as a kid, I could see how much it still hurt her. I guess I’ve been a little obsessed with it ever since.”

      The wistfulness in his voice made me picture a chubby-cheeked kid consoling an old lady, and it drove home how deep the scars of the disaster went that the pain remained a century later. I understood why he wanted justice, for the miners and the scapegoats, and why even the fruitless act of speaking out mattered. My “truth” about the supernatural had cost me my marriage and some friendships, plus the customers who didn’t want a “wacko” working on their car. Truth might set you free, but it didn’t come cheap.

      “Good for you,” I said. “Don’t let anyone talk you out of it.” Father Leo and I headed for the door. We’d gotten much more than I expected from the visit. “Thanks for the tour.”

      When we were back in the car headed for the motel, Father Leo turned to me. “What did you make of that?”

      “I think the ghosts are the least of our worries,” I replied, parking in front of our room.

      As Father Leo selected the best weapons and materials for the fight, I searched online and in our lore books for anything about how to fight a shubin. “There’s next to nothing,” I growled, utterly frustrated.

      Father Leo chuckled. “I didn’t expect there to be. But if it’s like a kobold, then it can be dispelled. We can’t destroy it—those creatures are forces of nature—but they can be sent back to their caverns and trapped there.”

      “To be let out by the next dumbass who drills nearby, like that singing frog in the cartoon?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. And if that happens, we’ll send him back again. I don’t make the rules.”

      We headed out after dusk. I wasn’t afraid of running into anyone at the old mine site, but I didn’t want our car to attract attention, parked on the overgrown access road. We hiked in, carrying our gear, shielding our flashlights to avoid notice.

      When we reached the place where the Harwick’s main shaft had been, I could sense the change in the air as soon as we arrived.

      “You feel that?” Father Leo asked.

      I nodded. “It knows we’re here.”

      “I think it always knew. It just wasn’t sure whether we were the enemy.”

      Moving quickly, I made a circle of salt and iron filings around Father Leo so he could work his exorcism undisturbed. It’s not that he can’t hold his own in a fight—the Occulatum is a bad-ass monster fighting organization, after all—but I’m more of the brawn in our duo. That’s why I got ready to watch his back and give him all the time he needed to send the shubin down where he belonged.

      The temperature plummeted, although the night had been mild when we headed out. Orbs appeared, faint at first, then glowing brighter. They danced and zipped like fireflies, then slowed and gradually took form. A baleful line of dead miners faced us. Coal dust darkened their pale skin, along with the soot of the fires that killed them. Strips of charred skin and rough clothing hung in tatters, stained by blood. They stared at me as if daring us to settle the long grievance keeping their spirits tethered to the place that claimed their lives.

      “Shit,” I muttered. Father Leo ignored me, pulled out his rosary and prayer book, and began to chant. Maybe I’ve been at this too long, but I find the Rituale Romanum familiar and comforting.

      “Exorcizamos te, omnis immundus spiritus…” Father Leo began.

      The ghosts shimmered, closer now than they had been seconds before, and I readied both my shotgun and iron knife to keep them away from the priest. The spirits’ faces held no emotion, and I found that more frightening than malice or rage. They advanced, slowly but remorselessly, drawing into a circle surrounding us.

      “Stay back!” I warned, gesturing with the shotgun. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you attack him.”

      They revenants stopped, shoulder to shoulder, all around us. At least fifty of the miners’ bodies had never been recovered, and the Harwick had become their tomb. These were their ghosts. If they rushed forward at once, I couldn’t hold them all off, not even with my grenade launcher of salted holy water. I backed up a step, closer to Father Leo, ready to do whatever it took to protect him. Leo’s chant never faltered, and when I glanced his way, I saw his face raised skyward, eyes closed, with an expression of trust and serenity.

      The ghosts surrounded us, and I wondered what they intended. They couldn’t get to Father Leo inside the circle, and I had a glass bulb filled with salt I could smash and then step into the scattered grains in an emergency, but we couldn’t hold the ghosts off forever like that.

      “What do you want?” I yelled to the ghosts. “Vengeance? The men who took advantage of you are long dead, and now you’ve killed their descendants. There’s no one left to punish. You want vindication? The truth will be published. Everyone will know.”

      The ghosts circled us in silence, dead-eyed and somber, just inches away. I shivered with the cold of the grave, under the judgment of their remorseless stare. Then the energy shifted, I felt a gut-deep, primal terror, and beyond the semi-solid ring of ghosts, I saw the shubin materialize.

      The figure at the museum resembled the mine spirit, but no model could convey the creature’s true appearance. The shubin’s corpse-pale skin had a sheen like the sightless lizards found inside caves: a creature never meant to see the light. It stood hunched over, accustomed to the tight conditions in the mine tunnels. Unlike the mannequin in the museum, the real monster was naked and hairless, but heavily muscled. Its powerful arms and hands were built for rending, and its sinewed legs could run and lift. Most of all, I noticed the shubin’s red glowing eyes and its sharp, pointed teeth.

      The monster appeared right in front of Father Leo and gave an ear-splitting shriek. It moved toward the priest, and I shot it, point blank in the chest, with a salt round. That made it stagger backward, but when the creature’s head came up, it fixed its baleful glare on me.

      I shot it again, right in the face.

      The rock salt ripped into its fish-belly white skin but did not draw blood. Maybe shubin don’t bleed. It hissed and looked like it wanted to come after me, but then Father Leo started on a new line in the exorcism, and the shubin flinched like the words were weapons.

      I reloaded, this time with iron pellets, and blasted the creature with both barrels.

      The iron hurt the shubin. Where the pellets hit, the skin shriveled like cracked leather, opening deep gashes. Between the pain of the buckshot and the discomfort of the exorcism chant, the shubin looked like it was on the edge of madness. It flung itself toward Father Leo, only to bounce back from the circle of iron and salt, repelled by the invisible barrier.

      With an enraged shriek, the monster lurched at me before I could reload and knocked the shotgun from my grip as we fell onto the hard dirt. Its hands held my arms so tightly I thought it might break bone, but all I could focus on were the pointed teeth that snapped close to my throat.

      I couldn’t break its hold, so I rolled us, figuring that we weighed about the same. Pinning the shubin with my legs, I twisted enough to draw my iron knife. Gripping the hilt in both hands, I fell forward with my full weight, driving the blade deep into the shubin’s chest.

      The shubin screamed and flung me away with enough force to send me rolling. I smacked into the side of an old coal car and wondered whether my tetanus shots were up to date. Then the shubin lunged at me, and I decided lockjaw was the least of my worries.

      Father Leo said the shubin couldn’t die. I just needed to distract it—without getting myself killed—just long enough for him to finish the ritual.

      “Chant faster!” I yelled, and threw myself out of the way. The shubin landed face-down in the dirt, and I dove on top of it, driving my knee into the small of its back and using my weight to keep it from getting leverage.

      The shubin gnashed its teeth and bucked beneath me, trying to break my hold. I dug my fingers into its upper arms and shifted to increase the pressure on its back and pelvis. Its angry screams made my head throb, and the malice in its red eyes made me certain it looked forward to tearing out my throat.

      Father Leo was in the home stretch of the litany. I really hoped the main Latin ritual would be effective because if he had to start over with another chant, I knew I wouldn’t survive. As Father Leo came to the end of the exorcism rite, his voice grew louder, filled with the authority of Heaven and Hell.

      With a mighty lurch, the shubin mustered all its strength and twisted us once more. I brought my knees up, desperate to keep those teeth away from my neck. The iron had taken a toll—the shubin’s skin had split and tightened where the buckshot penetrated, and a gray shadow radiated from the hole my knife had made. The legends that said iron could make such a creature turn away were wrong. It might have weakened the shubin, but not nearly enough. The teeth skimmed my throat, and I swore its fingers were going to dig all the way to the bone as it held me tightly.

      I spat in its face and then brought my head up with all the strength I could muster, smashing against its skull and nearly knocking myself out. Blood dripped down my forehead and into my eyes, but the move won me a second’s reprieve, enough to knee the creature in the nuts and push it away from my chest.

      The shubin flung itself down at me, eyes wild, teeth bared. It had me pinned, and I knew that this time, I wouldn’t be able to get away.

      “Sánctus, Sanctus, Sanctus Dóminus Déus Sábaoth.” Father Leo’s voice rose in a triumphant finale, just as the shubin’s face hung inches above my own, poised to rip into my flesh. Instead, a fierce trembling seized the creature, and its head fell back, teeth bared, eyes wide and staring, as a guttural cry tore from its throat. Its whole body jerked as if it were being pulled at by unseen forces, and it screamed again in pain and frustration before it vanished into the night air.

      I sagged back against the ground, utterly spent, in shock that I was still alive. I heard Father Leo drag his foot through the salt and iron circle; then he ran to where I lay and knelt beside me.

      “Mark! Are you all right?”

      “Peachy.” Everything hurt, from my head to my toes. I’d have bruises on top of bruises tomorrow, plus a split lip and what felt like a black eye from the fight with the shubin. “Is it gone?”

      “It’s been sent back to the depths,” Father Leo assured me, with a glance toward the old mine entrance just to be certain. “When we get back, I’ll have the Occulatum reach out to the Hungarian church here and make sure someone comes up and does a blessing and banishing every few months.”

      “But if the fracking continues—”

      “The Occulatum has agents everywhere,” he assured me, offering a hand to help me up, and then getting under my shoulder when I staggered. “I dare say it can throw its weight around to have the fracking operation moved elsewhere.”

      “There are mines all over this part of the state,” I reminded him. “No telling what’s down in those tunnels. They could go somewhere new and wake up something even worse.”

      He patted me on the shoulder. “Then we have job security, you and I.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No, but I brought a bottle of good whiskey—for medicinal purposes—and it’s in the motel room. That will make you feel better. I’ll join you in a nip. I think I feel a cold coming on,” he added with a grin.

      We hobbled back to my truck. When I moved to go for the driver’s side, Father Leo cleared his throat and held out his hand for my keys. “I’ll drive. We’ve tested the Lord’s protection enough for one night,” he said archly, opening the passenger door and gesturing for me to get in. I felt shitty enough to let him get away with it since, usually, no one drives my truck but me.

      An hour later, after a hot bath, a few stitches, and a change of clothes, I sat propped up against the headboard of my bed. Father Leo poured a couple of fingers of whiskey into one of those flimsy plastic cups, which even I knew was a travesty. I could tell it was good stuff, just from the smell. He tipped a generous portion into his own cup and raised it in a salute.

      “Nice work back there.”

      “You did some pretty fancy chanting yourself,” I replied. A swallow of the whiskey burned down my throat, and I started to finally relax.

      “The ghosts were there to protect us,” he said, staring down at the amber liquid in his cup. “I think they’ve taken it as their mission to keep an eye on the shubin, since they’re all down there together.”

      “Will you—should you—send them on?”

      He frowned, thinking. “When the local priest says his blessing, those who want to will find it easier to let go. Some may not be ready. Maybe to them, they’re still taking care of their families, warning them, keeping the monster at bay.”

      “Even after a century.”

      Father Leo shrugged. “Even so.” He looked at me, studying me in that way he had of seeing right through me. “Those ghosts lost one purpose in life and found another. You’re a good hunter, Mark, but that shouldn’t be your main focus.”

      “It’s not,” I protested. “I’ve got the body shop, I play poker with you and the guys, Blair and Chiara come over for movie night, Louie and I meet up for drinks, and things are…evolving…with Sara. It’s not like that.”

      He smiled. “Good. Glad to hear it. And speaking of poker—you still owe the Charitable Fund from the last game. Again.”

      I groaned. “I’ll pay you when we play next week. Cross my heart.”

      I might hunt creatures few people believe are real, face down supernatural threats, and save the region from monsters and dark magic, but when it comes to poker, Father Leo is the real badass. Nice to know that crazy as my life can be, some things never change.
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      This is a work of fiction, so any similarity to real people living or dead is entirely coincidental. The towns and landmarks mentioned do exist, but the businesses are completely fictional, and any similarities are also coincidental or used in a fictitious way.

      The Harwick mine disaster (and the flying mule) did happen and is well documented online. The “pig people” of Radio Tower Hill is an urban legend in the Meadville area dating back to at least the 1970s. An ill-fated amusement park was briefly in business on Route 322, but it closed after only a few years in the early 1960s although the deteriorating buildings could be seen for decades and always piqued Gail’s interest. No gnomes have ever been reported (that we know of) in Greendale Cemetery, but it is a beautiful place and worth visiting if you are ever in the area. Lake Wilhelm exists, sans zombies, and is a really pretty place for a picnic. Hotel Conneaut is a lovely, historic hotel that is very proud of its resident ghosts, and they are mentioned on its website. The Eagle Hotel is reputed to be haunted, according to local ghost enthusiast websites. “Mad” Anthony Wayne’s body really was dug up, boiled, and re-buried, and the part about losing bits along the way back East is, if not documented history, at least a persistent legend.

      Gail grew up in Meadville, and Larry grew up in Sandy Lake, so Northwestern PA is home turf for us. Although we’ve lived in the South now for quite a while, we make frequent visits back and have enjoyed the chance to explore and revisit favorite places when we do our scouting expeditions for this series, the Iron & Blood and Storm and Fury Steampunk series (set in an alternate history Pittsburgh in 1898), and two upcoming series also set in Western and Central Pennsylvania. Rogue, one of our Storm and Fury novellas, is set in and around Meadville, Cambridge Springs, and Mercer back in the Gilded Age.

      This is the third of at least four novellas in the Spells, Salt, and Steel series. Watch for new “episodes!”
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