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      I’ve learned a lot about creepy cryptids and things that go bump in the night since I started this job. Before the wendigo attack that changed my life, I would have considered all those creatures to be Fate Magazine fodder or the wild imaginings of hack journalists. Now, I know better. The truth about what lurks in the shadows really is stranger than fiction.

      I’m Mark Wojcik, and when I’m not fixing cars, I’m hunting things that go bump in the night. No one gets into this business for funsies. I lost my father, brother, uncle, and cousin on a deer hunt that went sideways when a wendigo decided to hunt us. I survived, but it cost me my marriage, my family, and most of my sanity.

      I hung on to what was left of that sanity by trying to keep monsters from hurting anyone else. Today, I was after a hoop snake.

      There’d been reports that hikers had been chased by a strange creature that bit its own tail. Under other circumstances, that might sound funny, but two of the hikers had collapsed from exhaustion, one had a bad allergic reaction to the bite, and another had fallen to his death from a cliff. The snake had to be stopped.

      All of which put a damper on appreciating what a fine day it was as I drove to the last place the hoop snake had been spotted. The bright sun warmed the air, but a nip in the breeze reminded me that autumn would be here soon. To be honest, hunt or no hunt, I needed a walk in the woods by myself to clear my head. The auto shop I own had been busy and that had been good for the bottom line but stretched me kinda thin between running the shop and hunting monsters.

      I parked the truck at the empty trailhead parking lot and dug through my locked box of weapons, selecting the ones that would be most effective against a weird snake that thought it was a hula-hoop. The thing was, I didn’t really need to kill the snake. It wasn’t hunting the people it chased for food; it ran them off to protect its territory. I doubted I could rehab a snake, but I could take it to the preserve and make sure it didn’t hurt anyone again.

      We discovered that hoop snakes like fruit scents, so I made sure I used some lemon hand sanitizer and lotion that smelled like oranges. I’d counted on the area being deserted, and I hoped it stayed that way, at least until I could trap me a snake.

      This would have been easier with help, but I ended up coming alone, so I’d just have to improvise.

      Which was a fancy way to say I needed to pull an answer out of my ass, pretty much the story of my life.

      I made a couple of temporary modifications to the trail that could be easily undone when the excitement was over—assuming I wasn’t snake bit. The reports had all come in around this area, and I hoped the snake would stick to his pattern, because they didn’t call this the Big Woods for nothing.

      After I had everything set up, all I had to do was play bait. I walked up the trail a bit, past my modifications, and pulled out a container of that fruity sanitizer from the pocket of my jeans and sloshed a goodly amount on my hands. I wondered who the hell went into the woods smelling like fruit salad and whether or not the snake would show.

      I heard rustling and froze, waiting. Most snakes move silently, happy to let you completely ignore them. Even the venomous ones don’t go looking for people to bite. They react when someone steps on them or disturbs their lair.

      That’s what makes the hoop snake such an oddity—it wants to bite people. It’s probably at the root of the ouroboros legend, because while it doesn’t actually eat its own tail, it certainly looks like it to the uninitiated.

      I looked up, and there it was—a snake about as thick as my thumb clasping its tail in its mouth. The snake lifted itself into a circle like a tire inflating, growing to the size of an SUV tire, and then the damned thing started to roll toward me with a shoop-shoop sound that grew louder as the snake picked up speed.

      Holy hell. I’d better run.

      I never set any records in track and field, but when fight or flight instinct takes over, I can put on a burst of speed. I’m fast enough that I probably won’t be the first one eaten in a zombie apocalypse. I can’t outrun most monsters, but if I can stay ahead of them long enough to lead them into a trap, that’s all I need.

      At least, that was the plan.

      I took off running like my ass was on fire, and the hoop snake was hot on my heels. The sounds echoed my heartbeat—shoop-shoop, shoop-shoop. It was getting closer, and I couldn’t keep up the pace forever.

      Not much farther.

      Up ahead, I saw the ramp I’d built, and I headed straight for it—hoping the snake wouldn’t notice.

      I sped up, sidestepped the ramp, and then fell to my knees and slid under the net I had strung across the trail.

      The hoop snake went airborne, lofting off the ramp, and then landed in the loosely woven net. I was ready and came up on the other side, jabbing a sturdy pole through the center of the hoop before the snake had a chance to get its bearings.

      No skill is ever wasted, even a childhood proficiency in ring toss.

      The trick was to keep the snake spinning fast enough around the pole that it didn’t dare let go of its tail without flying into orbit—or a nearby tree.

      Snake handlers had nothing on me. I had a pole-dancing hoop snake.

      I made my way toward the truck, keeping the snake in motion at all times. My arm started to cramp, but I had no desire to get bitten, so I kept it going. I gritted my teeth and hummed a John Phillips Sousa march like I was leading a band in the Rose Parade.

      The truck was just ahead, and I beeped the locks since I was going to have to deal with the snake one-handed.

      Another muscle memory kicked in, this time of my summer job making pizzas, as I pulled open the fine-mesh cage in the back of the truck. I worked the snake up the stick, controlling the speed of the circles until he flew off the tip and sailed right into the cage.

      Score one for me.

      I slammed the cage door shut and threw a blanket over it, just as I heard a car pull into the lot.

      Fuck my life; it was Sheriff J. Kramer, or as I thought of him, Sheriff Sumbitch.

      I knew this had gone too smoothly.

      That’s when I realized I was still holding a four-foot wooden pole for no good reason.

      “Oh, it’s you again.” Sheriff Sumbitch swaggered over, and although I couldn’t see his eyes for his aviator sunglasses, I imagined he raked an appraising look over me from head to toe. We’d had the misfortune of crossing each other’s paths a few times in the past, always when I was in the middle of a hunt and couldn’t explain what I was really doing. He knew I was guilty of something; he just wasn’t sure what, and that irked him mightily.

      “Hello, Sheriff. Fancy meeting you here.”

      Sumbitch’s lip curled. “What’s the stick for, Wojcik?”

      Once again, muscle memory saved my ass. “Baton practice,” I replied, thanking my lucky stars for the summer my niece made me twirl with her because she wanted to join color guard.

      I held the stick in front of me, loudly hummed a Sousa march, and sent that stick into motion. It had been years, but there are some things you never forget. I twirled in front of me, overhead, changed hands and then for the finale, tossed it into the air, and caught it.

      Damn. Sometimes I almost impress myself.

      “I’m practicing for the Thanksgiving parade,” I replied, rising to my feet. “Needed space. And,” I dropped my voice, “I didn’t want anyone to steal my moves.”

      Sumbitch actually looked a little poleaxed. Geez, it’s like he’d never seen a twirl routine before.

      “Not gonna blow up any outhouses, are you?”

      I only did that once, but some people never let you forget.

      “Nope.”

      I could tell he was wracking his brain for some reason to give me a citation, but he had nothing.

      I saw him glance at my license plate, hoping he’d find an expired tag, and then at the taillights, but neither one was broken. I could tell from the look on his face that he had a bad case of acid reflux, and was probably grinding his molars too.

      “Watch your speed,” he snapped. “I take public safety real seriously, you hear?” Then he turned on his heel and walked back to his car. I watched him leave the lot before I got in the truck, and I kept under the limit, just in case, all the way back to Kane.
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        * * *

      

      I picked up my two psychics-in-training from our meeting point in Kane, and they drove with me out to the area Father Leo and I had created as a cryptid preserve. I had a call in to my friend Tristan to give me a hand with the hoop snake, and to kill time until he arrived, I got Phoebe and Carl started on the chores they’d agreed to help with.

      “Did you ever think you’d grow up to be a park ranger?” Phoebe asked as she and Carl hauled a big bin of slightly fermented apples over to the section of the fence nearest the Albatwitch.

      “I’m not a park ranger,” I replied, feeling oddly insulted. “I’m a mechanic and a monster hunter.”

      Phoebe and Carl dumped the apples over the fence and then hung back, scanning the tree line for the guest of honor, a hobbit-sized creature that stood about four feet tall on its hind legs, with a body covered in brown hair.

      “You rescued this guy, right?” Carl asked as we watched Twitchy, as I’d nicknamed the creature, move warily out of his hiding place, drawn by the fragrance of apples that were closer to moonshine than fruit.

      “Yeah, but—” We’d saved Twitchy and brought him to a place way out in the Big Woods near Kane where he would be safe and wouldn’t bother anyone.

      “And you got Father Leo and that secret Catholic ninja badass group to buy the land to make this crazy cryptid preserve,” Carl continued.

      “You make it sound—”

      Phoebe gave me a slit-eyed look that called me on my bullshit. “You are totally a park ranger.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Park rangers are cool.”

      They weren’t totally wrong. It seemed like lately I’d been saving the monsters from the evil clutches of humans that were much more monstrous. Funny how things work out like that.

      Father Leo works with the Occulatum when he’s not doing his parish priest gig. As secret Vatican organizations go, they’re less crazy than the alternatives, some of which are hard to tell apart from the monsters they claim to hunt. We try to be the good guys—keeping people safe, hunting the forces of darkness with extreme prejudice, and lately, saving the monsters that don’t pose a threat. It’s my way of atoning for not saving my family or for surviving the wendigo attack—or both.

      “I think it’s cool,” Phoebe went on. She had her blond hair tied back with a bandana and was dressed to get messy since I’d told them to expect hard work. Carl’s dark blond hair was shorter, so it stayed mostly out of his eyes, and a scraggly, reddish beard hid most of his acne. They both wore old flannel shirts, jeans, and boots since they were curious about the creatures I dealt with, and I told them they could come with me if they were willing to help with some of the work. Like the others with untrained psychic abilities whom I’d ended up taking under my wing, Phoebe and Carl were in their early twenties.

      “I wanted to get a look at that sheepsquatch you hauled in,” Carl admitted.

      “I was kinda hoping for the snallygaster,” Phoebe added.

      “Sheepy is largely nocturnal, so probably not on this trip,” I replied. “And Snally has her own wire net ‘aviary’ to keep her from flying away. It’s too far to hike today, but maybe we can do it another time.” I was grateful for their help, and I wanted to keep them engaged.

      “Bummer,” Carl said. “But hey—does that mean we might get to come back?”

      I grinned. “Play your cards right, and that can be arranged.”

      “Do we at least get to meet the vampire?” Phoebe asked, pushing a stray lock of hair out of her eyes with her forearm.

      I pointed upward. “Not during daylight.”

      Carl snickered, and Phoebe rolled her eyes, but I knew they were good with each other. Just then, a dark-haired man sauntered up to greet us, carrying himself like he owned the woods. Typical shifter.

      “Hiya, Mark. Are these a couple of your ‘meddling kids’?”

      I grinned at his greeting. “Yep. They wanted to see some of our guests up close.” I turned to Phoebe and Carl. “This is Tristan Ross. He and Otto run this place. I just drop in to tell them how fantastic they are,” I added.

      Phoebe gave him a wary glance. “Are you really a wolf shifter?”

      That shouldn’t have been too hard for her to believe, since our mutual friend Donny is a dog shifter. But no one takes Donny as seriously as they should, while Tristan definitely gave off bad boy vibes.

      “I really am,” Tristan replied, sounding amused instead of annoyed. “My pack has a town not far from here. We stay pretty low-key for obvious reasons, but Mark’s helped us out more times than I can count, and so we like to return the favor.”

      Phoebe and Carl—and their friends Jon, Kayla, and Scott—had come together out of necessity to protect each other and keep the secret of their abilities. Phoebe saw visions, while Carl’s dreams came true. Jon could talk to the dead. Kayla was a budding telepath, and Scott still struggled to control his ability to move objects with his mind. So getting the point across that shifters and others with paranormal traits could create safe communities was a big deal. They needed to be smart about it, but they didn’t have to be alone.

      “What about Otto?” Carl asked. “Do vampires have packs?”

      “Not really, but he’s found some friends who spend time here when they’re in the area,” I said.

      “Nests, packs—whatever you call them—they can be anything that works,” Tristan said with a shrug. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      “Phoebe and Carl are going to be helping me with the cataloging project,” I told Tristan. “Father Leo thought it would be a good idea to document the existence of the creatures—not their locations, for obvious reasons—and then I’ll check in when I’m out and about, make sure no one’s messing with them.”

      We’d had some recent trouble with bad guys snatching cryptids for medical experiments and definitely didn’t want that to happen again. I hunted the creatures that posed a threat. The others just wanted to be left alone. If they were injured or had behavior problems, I brought them to the preserve. Otherwise, I just tried to keep an eye out to make sure no one took advantage of them.

      “You came all the way out here for a hoop snake and a field trip?” Tristan asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Nah, I wanted to check in on some of the creatures, and I’ve got a date with Sara tonight. Plus, we had supplies to deliver. Phoebe and Carl drove as far as her B&B, and we took Elvira from there because you know what these back roads are like.” No one batted an eye at my nickname for my black Silverado.

      Tristan nodded in sympathy. “I do. And we keep them that way to keep out thrill-seekers. Better for everyone.” He gave me a look. “So where’s the hoop snake?”

      “In the truck. I’ve got a containment idea.”

      Tristan looked skeptical. “Worth a shot, but I’m going to reserve judgment.”

      “I’m wounded,” I joked. “When have I had a bad idea?”

      Suddenly, all three of my companions looked elsewhere and started whistling. “Okay, okay. Maybe things go off the rails from time to time,” I admitted. “But it all works out in the end.”

      Most of the time. My friends were polite enough to allow my fiction.

      “Anyhow, Father Leo said to tell you and Otto how pleased he is with the way things are going,” I said. “I can’t speak for his superiors, but Leo’s just as happy when we don’t have to kill a creature that isn’t malicious. There’s no choice sometimes. But when there is…”

      Tristan nodded. “I’m all about live and let live—unless there’s a threat to the pack.”

      “Totally with you there,” I agreed.

      “Why don’t you go get the snake now?” Tristan suggested. “Then we can give your friends the tour, and you can get an early start on your date. When’s the last time you took a weekend off?”

      Busted. “I do relaxing stuff.”

      Tristan snorted. “Yeah? Like what?”

      “I watch movies with Demon—when I don’t get called out in the middle of them.” Demon, my pet Doberman, had to put up with my crazy schedule.

      “Uh-huh,” he replied, unconvinced.

      “I’m taking Sara out to dinner and staying over.”

      “Okay. That counts. And?”

      “Sara wants to go hiking. She says she found a couple of trails she’s never been on before,” I added with a shrug like it was no big deal. In fact, it was a huge deal to me. I might be able to bust Bigfoot or snatch a Sasquatch, but when it came to romance, my confidence sucked.

      My ex-wife had a good bit to do with that since she’d blamed me for the deaths in the wendigo attack, and then kicked me to the curb because I didn’t grieve the loss of my family fast enough. Sara not only shared my love of geeky movies, but she also knew about the monster hunting gig and fully approved. She’d even had my back on a few hunts.

      Still, the course of true love never ran smoothly, as the saying goes. Bell’s Retreat, Sara’s B&B, was booked solid for the season, which was great on one hand, but made it even more difficult for us to find time to get together. I’d never been in a long-distance relationship, and it was harder than it sounded.

      Sara was worth it. Much as I had loved my ex at one time, Lara lacked the same down-to-earth practicality I cherished. That and Sara loved me just the way I was, dorky warts and all. Lara always considered me to be a fixer-upper. I tried, Lord knows I did, but it was never going to be enough. So I’d put up with all the long-distance effort it took to keep someone like Sara in my life.

      Tristan smiled like he understood what I didn’t say. “Hiking sounds fun. Although it’s a lot more fun to go running in your fur.”

      I smirked, although I knew he meant his wolf form. “They arrest guys like me for that around here,” I replied.

      “TMI, Mark!” Phoebe groaned.

      Carl just snickered. “Watch out for mosquitos.”

      I reminded myself that Phoebe and Carl were only ten years younger than me and card-carrying adults. The problem is, I remembered who I was at twenty-six, and that didn’t fill me with confidence. Then again, from what I’d seen, these kids had their heads screwed on straight and had their shit far more together than I did at their age. Maybe more than I did now.

      “So what’s your plan?” Tristan asked when we all walked over to my truck.

      Everyone gathered around the cage, looking at the snake inside, which was still biting its tail.

      I held up a homemade contraption that looked like a chalkboard eraser with a belt attached.

      “Need your help—here’s a chance to show off those slick shifter reflexes,” I said to Tristan and handed him a pair of gloves that would hold off everything except a full-on vampire bite. “You anchor the mouth/tail, while I slap this on him.”

      Tristan looked at me like I’d lost my marbles, but that happens so often that it didn’t faze me. I made Phoebe and Carl take a few paces back, and then Tristan and I moved in quick, hoping to surprise the snake.

      Tristan was fast, and I had already prepped the belt with medical-grade adhesive before I cinched it around the snake at its midpoint. On the count of three, we both let go and ran backward. The hoop snake tried to roll after us, getting half a rotation…and stopping in its tracks.

      “Oh my God. You put a boot on him?” Carl hooted. “The cops put one of those on my car when I didn’t pay my parking ticket. You booted the snake!”

      “Did you just glue that to the poor thing?” Phoebe looked like she was one breath away from reporting me to PETA.

      I raised a hand for calm. “Hold up. It’s medical-grade glue—safe for skin and, er, scales. I checked with a veterinarian. It’s not like I can put a collar on him. Or handcuffs. So this way, he can’t roll or slither fast, so he’s not going to attack anyone. We just have to re-glue it when he molts.”

      Phoebe looked appalled. I was pretty sure Carl still thought it was cool, but he didn’t want to get smacked by Phoebe. Tristan just shook his head, and I figured he’d be telling tales back home tonight.

      That’s okay. Long as the job gets done. And I knew how ridiculous the solution was, even though I came up with it. While those of us in the hunting community shared information and lore, it wasn’t like we could easily look this kind of stuff up. Most of the “tools of the trade” are things we jury-rig ourselves—spit and baling twine technology. And then we take those contraptions and go hunt monsters. Go figure.

      You don’t have to be crazy in this business—

      No, wait. You really do.

      “We’ll keep an eye on the snake,” Tristan said. “Did you name it?”

      I have acquired a reputation for a lot of things, one of which is nicknaming the cryptids. It just seems polite to me, and if we ever get more than one of a kind, I figure it helps keep them straight. For some reason, my friends find this funny.

      “Helen,” I replied.

      Tristan raised an eyebrow. “Helen?”

      Phoebe groaned and facepalmed. “Seriously?”

      Carl looked confused, as Tristan just sighed and shook his head.

      “I don’t get it,” Carl said.

      Phoebe gave him a look. “Hoop snake. Rolls like a wheel. Goes fast. So it’s…hell on wheels. Helen.”

      Carl just stared at me. “I think that’s kinda brilliant.”

      I’ll take my compliments where I can get them.

      Tristan and I got Helen settled in an area where she wouldn’t bother any of the preserve’s other residents, then we both gave Phoebe and Carl the grand tour. They had heard most of the stories about how the creatures came to be under our protection, but for a few of the cryptids, they hadn’t, so I filled them in. Before I knew it, the sun was low in the sky.

      “I’m going to head back to Kane, so gather your stuff,” I told Phoebe and Carl. “I’ve got one more thing to do before we leave.”

      I walked back to the truck and grabbed a six-pack of beer from the back footwell, then went a little ways into the woods, looking for one particular tree. When I found it, I set the six-pack down at the base, replacing six more unopened-but-empty cans from my last visit.

      “Brought you a new one,” I called out to the empty glade. Gradually, the air in one spot began to shimmer, as the ghost took shape.

      Gus had been a hunter back in the 1950s who had fallen out of his tree stand and died. His spirit remained, and we met when I was on a case. He didn’t want to leave, but I think he got lonely. Now, he helps out with the cryptid preserve, which means he has a lot more company and a sense of purpose. For a dead guy, he’s pretty awesome.

      “There’s a hoop snake you’ll want to get to know. Thanks again for giving Otto and Tristan a hand. They always tell me that you’ve been busy. So now you can kick back with a cold one,” I added with a nod toward the beer. Gus grinned, and then his ghost winked out.

      So far, I’d made a ghost happy, pissed off Sheriff Sumbitch, and amused my friends. Not too shabby—and I still had a date tonight.

      When I got back to the preserve, Phoebe was kneeling on the ground with Carl, and Tristan hunkered down next to her. She looked pale and shaky. I saw that Carl had found a water bottle and protein bar, and Tristan was asking questions with calm authority like the alpha he is.

      “What happened?” I asked, and in the next breath, “Vision?”

      Three guesses and the first two don’t count.

      Phoebe nodded. “Not bad…just caught me by surprise. Sometimes I feel one coming on, but this hit out of the blue.”

      Carl helped Phoebe to her feet, and we all walked her over to my truck, where she took a seat on the running board.

      “I’m okay, honest. The headache doesn’t even hurt too bad,” she said, accepting the water and bar gratefully.

      “What did you see?” I asked. When Phoebe or Carl saw something, it was important. So far, they’d never steered us wrong.

      “I saw a big black vulture, picking meat off a man’s bones,” Phoebe replied matter-of-factly. I admired that she didn’t spook easily. “It had red eyes and huge wings. Really big. I thought it wanted to eat me next. Then I realized that it was looking over my shoulder—at you. It wanted to eat you, Mark.”

      “I probably wouldn’t taste good without hot sauce,” I quipped to lighten the mood because I could tell that she was frightened for me. “Too stringy.”

      She managed a smile and gave me an appreciative look, so I figured she knew what I was trying to do. “How come the monsters are never vegan?” she asked, and I knew she was going to be okay.

      “Because the ‘legend of the tofu monster’ wouldn’t scare anyone, and creatures have reputations to uphold. Duh,” Carl chimed in.

      “Do you need me to drive you back to Cochranton?” I asked Phoebe, trusting her to tell me the truth.

      “And miss your big date? Hell, no!” She grinned. “That’s what I’ve got Carl for. He can drive since I got us here. You do you. Have fun. I’ll just pretend you’re going to have dinner and play cards all night because that’s how I handle knowing my parents have the house to themselves. I don’t want to have to bleach my brain.”

      Carl just grinned. “Have fun, man. You’ve earned it.”

      How come at age thirty-six, these twenty-somethings were making me feel like the last virgin in the AV Club being sent out on a date with a condom and a quest to come back as a “real man”?

      Tristan snickered. “Dude, you are so owned.” His tone softened the words, and I knew that he knew I didn’t mind.

      I shrugged. “Pups. Whatcha gonna do?”
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        * * *

      

      On the way back to Kane, I pulled into a truck stop to clean up and change clothes. Sara and I had been seeing each other for over a year, and I still got more nervous for a date than I did heading into a nest of ghouls.

      She and I are the same age. Sara was widowed, I was divorced, and we were both skittish. So we’d been taking it slow. I was fine with that, mostly. The long-distance part made it harder. Between checking on the cryptids that were still in the wild and supplying the preserve, I was out near Kane several times a month, and we always got together, even if it was just a stolen hour for coffee or a meal. When I couldn’t make the trip, Sara finagled the time to come visit me. Still, I slept alone more nights than I’d prefer.

      Neither of us seemed to have a timetable or an agenda. We were both grown-ass adults with lives, friends, and location-dependent businesses. Sarah couldn’t uproot her B&B, and I couldn’t easily move my garage. What we had was warm, solid, and good. I told myself not to overthink things, but I’m terrible about listening to advice.

      Sara must have been watching from the parlor window, because she hurried down the steps as soon as I pulled up to the curb. I figured it was partly because she was glad to see me, and mostly to make sure no last-minute complication delayed our departure.

      “Hey there, pretty lady,” I said, leaning over for a quick kiss.

      “Hey there, handsome dude,” she replied, stealing a second kiss.

      “Everything go alright?” I asked as I pulled away.

      She looked over her shoulder as if she expected someone to run into the street waving their arms to make us turn around, then slumped in the seat. “Yeah. I realized that the B&B is too much for me to handle all by myself. It was originally supposed to be a two-person job—at least. So I’ve hired Cathy on a trial basis. She’s our age, with hospitality experience, and she’s good with people. More importantly, she was a band mom.”

      I followed that logic until the last sentence. “How—?”

      Sara raised an eyebrow. “Band moms are on par with military tacticians. You think D-Day took planning? Pfft. Those were adults. Try making sure that two-hundred high school kids have all their uniform pieces, all of their instrument pieces, clean underwear, water, and snacks, money for meals, transportation, appropriate lodging, and all their music. And don’t even get me started on organizing fundraisers. Band moms could fix the world if they weren’t so busy with football season.”

      For all the times I’d watched a halftime show, I had to admit I never thought about what it took to make them happen. Given what I’d seen of Sara’s no-nonsense efficiency, I didn’t doubt her.

      “Do we have reservations for dinner?” I asked.

      She grinned. “Yep. There’s a new place that went into the old train station. Everyone’s raving about the food and the decor.”

      I really didn’t care where we went, as long as we had a chance to spend some time together. “How long can Cathy stay?”

      Sara reached over and laid a hand on my thigh. “She’s staying over, and making sure breakfast is ready for everyone. So we’ve got all night.”

      I dropped my hand to twine our fingers together. “Be sure to thank her for me.”

      There had been many times that we didn’t get to leave the B&B, eating in Sara’s private quarters, interrupted if any of the guests had a problem. I didn’t mind because I would deal with whatever I had to in order to make this relationship work. But if we could get alone time without the interruptions, that was even better.

      “I’m glad you found someone to help. I worry about you,” I said after a pause. We don’t try to tell each other how to run our respective businesses, but I’d noticed how tired Sara had been, running herself ragged. She and her late husband had intended to run the B&B together, and while hiring help added an expense that sharing management with a spouse didn’t, nothing was served by pushing herself to exhaustion.

      She lifted our hands and kissed my knuckles. “That’s sweet. I worry about you too.”

      The stakes weren’t exactly even. She might burn the candle at both ends keeping up with the housekeeping for her guests, but I waded hip-deep into fights with infernal creatures of the night. So I probably gave her more reason for concern.

      “Thanks—but I don’t do any of it alone,” I reminded her. “I’ve got Pete and the guys at the garage, and the number of ‘hunter support’ friends seems to grow every time I go out.”

      “Good,” she replied. “Because as surly as some guests might get, none of them have tried to eat me or steal my soul.”

      The depot-based restaurant was as amazing as everyone said. We had a quiet table in the back to enjoy a leisurely meal, and the food lived up to the hype. I had remembered to buy a couple bottles of wine for afterward, so we could both relax without worrying about driving.

      Sara laughed hard enough to snort her soda out of her nose at my story about the hoop snake and backed my play to “boot” it. I chuckled at the antics of some of her recent guests and marveled that she was able to take some of their behavior in stride. I’d have popped a few of them in the nose.

      Which was one of many reasons I don’t have a calling for hospitality work. Monster hunting was pretty much the anti-hospitality business.

      When we finished, I wasn’t quite sure about the next move as we waited for the check. Cathy had the B&B under control, so did that mean I should offer to get us a hotel room? Damn, I was bad at this kind of thing.

      “I went ahead and got us a room at the Holiday Inn one exit down,” Sara said, with a wicked gleam in her eye that promised wonderful things.

      “I love you,” I replied, and not just because she’d taken all the awkwardness out of the situation.

      “I know,” she answered with a lop-sided Han Solo grin.
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      After a leisurely morning, I dropped Sara off at the B&B. I hoped my kiss made it very clear that I was going to miss her. We promised to talk soon, and I pinky-swore to be careful.

      Driving away always put me in a blue mood, so I focused on finding the Giwoggle.

      Giwoggles aren’t common. They’re an odd mashup, a creature who looks like he was made from leftover parts. It has the head and body of a wolf, stands as tall as a man, but has arms that end in bird claws and legs that have hooves instead of feet. I’ve never heard of one actually causing harm, other than putting a fright into unwary hikers, or startling a driver who got an eyeful.

      The area where I’d spotted the Giwoggle was about an hour away from Kane. I cranked up the radio and tried to focus on what a beautiful day it was. Not too cold, bright sunshine—perfect for a walk in the woods. I loved that part of the monster hunting gig, just as much as I had back when all I hunted were deer.

      This section of Pennsylvania looks like it’s covered by impenetrable forests—and it mostly is. But there are service roads, private drives, logging lanes, and farm vehicle cut-throughs that can usually get you pretty close to where you want to go if you know where to look. Except for the rustic routes that go back to a farm or cabin, and the utility roads, or the actual trailhead parking lots, it’s extremely rare to run into anyone else on these backwoods lanes.

      That’s why my hackles rose when I saw a pickup truck with a large hauler parked on the dirt road closest to the Giwoggle’s stamping ground. Out-of-state plates weren’t reassuring, because no one local had business being in this area, let alone someone from elsewhere.

      I texted Tristan, just in case I suddenly went missing. I knew he’d follow up, and he was a lot closer than Father Leo. Then I grabbed my gear bag, made sure it had a couple of nasty surprises inside, just in case, and loaded my shotgun with a mix of rock salt and birdshot.

      Whoever drove the truck must not have expected company, because he made no effort to hide his path. Broken twigs and footprints in the soft ground left a trail I could have followed in my sleep. From the depths of the prints and the distance between them, I got an idea of height and weight. He was bigger and taller, so I’d have to be smarter and faster.

      I didn’t like the look of that hauler. All kinds of possibilities swirled in my mind, none of them good. It wasn’t normal hunting season, and that wasn’t a state wildlife vehicle. There was no good reason for it to be here.

      Unless someone was up to no good.

      Vicious barking broke the stillness. I wanted to take off and run toward the sound because I figured the Giwoggle was in trouble, but I didn’t know just what the mystery man was up to, so I moved with all the stealth I could muster. Figuring I’d be in for a fight, I had my shotgun in one hand, locked and loaded, and paused just long enough to get another weapon from my bag, in case I needed some muscle.

      That’s when I got my first look at what was going on, and what I saw made my blood boil. A big, rough-looking guy had a net that looked like it was made out of steel and silver. He circled the Giwoggle, and I couldn’t figure out why it didn’t just run until I saw the sigils marked on tree trunks at the four quarters.

      Binding sigils, I thought. So either the intruder had magic or at least had a witch friend who supplied him. That just made this whole thing more dangerous—and fueled my temper, since it definitely wasn’t a fair fight.

      From the swelling eye and the blood on the man’s shirt, I guessed the Giwoggle had gotten in some good strikes, maybe even a few kicks with those hooves. But when I looked at the creature, he had a nasty gash on his face and was holding one arm at an odd angle, like it was dislocated or broken.

      Fuck this. No one hunts my creatures.

      I blasted the hunter’s ass with birdshot and salt, breaking his concentration, to put it mildly. The man cursed like a sailor and wheeled, stretching out his hand like he thought he was Darth Vader. Fortunately, I’d seen that movie, so I had already moved by the time he turned and blasted his magic.

      I wasn’t going to screw around with more buckshot, since obviously this guy couldn’t take a hint. I sighted my grenade launcher and let the payload fly. If this asshole was flinging magic around, the mix of holy water, colloidal silver, salt, and aconite should dim his lights.

      Bonus—the water splashed one of the trees that had a glowing sigil. The rune went dark, and I figured that put a hole in his invisible fence. I really hoped the Giwoggle realized the “forcefield” was down, and he could get the hell out of there.

      Damn but the asshole didn’t round on me with a roar, like a bull who’d been nailed in the nuts. I blasted him in the chest with another load of shot, but his heavy leather jacket must have had Kevlar in it because the guy just kept coming.

      The guy growled, and for a moment, I wondered whether I’d interrupted some kind of cryptid mano-a-mano. No, I felt certain this jackass was entirely human—although he obviously had magic of some kind. He tried the Force-choking move again, and this time sent me flying backward. I landed hard, but I rolled as soon as I hit the ground, then came up firing. I’d dropped the grenade launcher—too hard to reload—and pulled the Glock from my waistband, squeezing off shot after shot—all of them silver bullets.

      I hoped that the Giwoggle got the hint and ran away, getting out while the getting was good. Because while I might have saved his furry ass, I was getting the impression mine might be toast.

      One of the bullets caught the SOB in the shoulder before he could do another Kylo Ren imitation, and one more round hit him in the thigh. Figuring he had a bulletproof vest under his jacket, I hadn’t shot for center mass. Not because I didn’t want to kill the fucker, but because I wanted answers, which were hard—but not impossible—to get from a dead man.

      This time, the bastard went all Palpatine on my ass with lightning bolts like some kind of magical TASER. I felt like someone torched every nerve in my body. A scream tore from my throat as my heart seized in my chest and muscles clenched hard enough, I thought they might snap bone.

      I’m going to die.

      I heard a whoosh of air, a defiant howl, and then all of a sudden, the witchy fucker doubled over, hands grabbing for his family jewels. The Giwoggle must have kicked like a mule, and then it raked those bird talons across the side of the man’s face.

      I wanted to help, but it was all I could do to breathe. The dark hunter loosed a final blast of green light that threw the Giwoggle away from him. Instead of finishing off one or both of us, he spoke a word and raised a curtain of fire between him and us, then ran faster than I thought he’d be capable of given his injuries. I heard his truck roar off, and I dropped against the damp ground, defeated.

      “Mmwhumf?” The Giwoggle approached cautiously, then nosed at my hip, and I remembered having brought him some dog treats the last time I visited.

      “You saved my ass,” I groaned, although I didn’t expect him to understand.

      “Mmwhumf-umph?”

      Until someone actually invented a universal translator, I was flat out of luck. Still, the Giwoggle hadn’t run off, which surprised me. That was a good thing because I needed to take him back to the cryptid preserve. That asshole would be back, and since I’d barely survived the encounter this time, I wasn’t in a hurry for round two.

      But first, I had to stand up.

      “I have treats,” I managed, although I wasn’t counting on the creature to understand. I hauled myself to my knees and then to my feet, wobbly but standing. I reached into my pocket and found a small pouch of beef jerky. If I could get the Giwoggle back to my truck and then lure it into the cage with some of the muffins Sara had sent for the ride, I might be able to get him out of here before the magic asshole came back.

      “Here, woggle, woggle, woggle,” I said, trying to ignore the way every bone and muscle ached like I’d been thrown across the woods and then electrocuted. Oh, wait. I had.

      Step by step, the creature followed my trail. I’d reclaimed my gear bag, shotgun, grenade launcher, and handgun, but I wasn’t optimistic about my chances if that SOB hunter came back.

      Finally, we reached the road. Wogs looked dubious about leaving the edge of the forest, but I broke off a piece of a blueberry muffin and waved it in front of him, enticing him to follow. I tossed the rest of the muffin into the cage on the bed of my truck, and Wogs dove in headfirst. A second muffin assured he didn’t even try to get out before I could slam the door shut and secure the lock. I limped back to the driver’s side, hauled myself up into the seat, and started the truck, leaving in a spray of dirt and gravel.

      The drive back to the preserve seemed to take twice as long. I was pretty sure that my bruises were going to have bruises. Thirty-six wasn’t old for normal people, but hunter years worked more like dog years. Like Indy said—it’s the mileage, and if I were a used car, I’d only be good for parts.

      I called Tristan to let him know I was headed back because I knew I couldn’t handle Wogs on my own if he decided to get feisty. Bless him, he didn’t ask questions, just told me to get back safely, and he’d have a medic kit handy.

      Once I ran out of muffins, Wogs started to howl. I turned up the radio and sang along at full volume, figuring I couldn’t do worse. We serenaded each other all the way back to the preserve.

      It was dark by the time I got there. Otto and Tristan met the truck, and I saw Gus waiting a distance away, looking worried.

      “Is that the Giwoggle?” Tristan asked, angling to get a better look.

      “Yeah. We ran into trouble,” I said, easing down out of the cab like I was an eighty-year-old man with bad hips. “Some SOB flinging magic around like monkey poop was trying to capture Wogs.”

      “Wogs?” Otto repeated. For the record, snickering completely ruins a vampire’s badass reputation.

      “Bite me,” I muttered.

      “Eh, you’re not my type. I’m more of an O-negative guy,” Otto replied, completely deadpan. Or maybe undeadpan.

      “Fuck. That means there’s a Huntsman on the prowl,” Tristan growled, sounding exactly like the wolf alpha he was.

      “I just thought he was a magic asshole.”

      Tristan gave me a look. “Do I even want to know?”

      “That’s bad, very bad.” All humor had left Otto’s expression, and for a moment, he looked like the scary monster I knew he could be.

      “What the hell is a Huntsman?” My head rang like a dinner bell, every inch of me hurt, and I was bleeding in more places than I’d bothered to count.

      “They capture cryptids to sell on the black market,” Tristan said, voice tight. “Trafficking. They supply creatures to people who want to hunt them for sport—or to dark witches who want them for parts.” There was no missing the loathing in his voice.

      “Trafficking? That’s…a thing?” I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, since we’d recently fought off a mad doctor who wanted to use creatures for experimentation. Trafficking shouldn’t have been a stretch, but I sometimes failed to fathom the darkness of the human heart.

      “So what do we do about it?” I asked. Even to my ears, my words sounded slurred.

      “First, we get ‘Wogs’ into the safe area and fix you up. Then, I’m taking you back to my town for the night.”

      “But—” I tried to protest.

      “You look like roadkill,” Tristan said. “I’ll have my personal physician waiting. You will be safe in a town of wolf shifters. Unless you’d like to take a chance, staying at a hotel—or with Sara? The Huntsman might find you.”

      Damn him. Tristan knew I wouldn’t want to endanger Sara or civilians. “Okay.”

      “And I’ll call Simon Kincaide and Travis Dominick to see if they’ve heard of a Huntsman in this area. One good thing—Huntsmen are universally reviled among hunters and the supernatural community alike. So if there’s dirt to be shared, no one will feel the need to protect him.”

      I had a box of protein bars in the truck, and so I fed them piece by piece to Wogs while Tristan cleaned his wounds and checked his arm. Fortunately, he hadn’t broken a bone, although whatever happened must have hurt like hell. If he’d been human, we’d have fixed him up with a sling, but that didn’t seem likely to go over well.

      The protein bars lured Wogs into the fenced area, and Otto took care of locking him in. Tristan brought me over to the truck, sat me down on the running board, and then moved his car, so the headlights gave him enough light for field triage.

      Antiseptic wipes stung like a mofo, but at least Tristan didn’t think I’d need stitches.

      “I’ll get my doc to check those ribs,” he said, eying the stiff way I held myself as if he knew how it felt. “Can’t do much for them if they’re bruised, but you don’t need to puncture a lung if they’re broken.”

      I wasn’t going to argue. Tristan offered to drive, and I knew my truck would be safe at the preserve. I called Chiara. And she and her wife, Blair, picked up. I explained what happened, and asked them to feed and walk Demon. They made me promise to fill them in on all the details, and Chiara said she’d dive into the lore to see what she could find out about Huntsmen.

      I slept the whole way to Tristan’s house, woke up long enough to get poked and prodded by the doctor, and crashed for the rest of the night. I dreamed of blood and lightning and didn’t need a psychic to interpret the meaning.
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      I made it back to my cabin outside of Atlantic the next morning, pumped full of Advil so I didn’t move like an old man.

      I’d gotten a clean bill of health from the shifter doc, nothing worse than some bruises and pulled muscles. I’d been lucky, for once. Tristan drove me back to the preserve so I could pick up my truck, and I checked on Wogs, who seemed to be settling in just fine. That’s when I saw that I’d missed several texts from Sara, so I promised her I’d fill her in on my very good excuse when I got on the road. Turns out “I got thrown around and fried” was not a “very good” excuse, and she let me know it. It felt kinda nice to have someone worry about me, besides Demon.

      When I got to my house, I saw Blair and Chiara’s truck in the driveway, which I expected, and Phoebe’s car, which I didn’t.

      “I leave town and squatters move in,” I teased, unsurprised to find Blair and Chiara making breakfast in my kitchen.

      “High-class squatters, thank you very much,” Chiara corrected me. “Who make damn fine coffee.”

      “Yep. Best squatters in the world,” I replied with a grin.

      “Don’t you forget it,” Blair mock-warned, coming up behind Chiara and giving her a big squeeze.

      Blair Hamilton inherited the family hardware business in Conneaut Lake, taking over when she finished her time in the Army. She backs me up on hunts when I need an extra hand and keeps a secret back room with hard-to-find supplies for my kind of hunting. Chiara is her wife, and they’d been together since high school. Cute couple. Chiara runs the Crystal Dreams coffee shop and bookstore, does web development stuff on the side, and in her spare time, helps out with hunter research.

      Chiara is petite, with long dark hair, big brown eyes, and a light olive complexion. She looked tiny next to Blair, who at five-foot-ten inches isn’t all that much shorter than my six-foot-two height, with an athletic build that was all muscle.

      “Where’s Demon?” I couldn’t help feeling a little betrayed that man’s best friend hadn’t come to meet me.

      “Donny took him for a walk. They should be back soon,” Chiara said over her shoulder.

      “After the skunk incident, here’s hoping we don’t smell them coming,” I replied. Sending a dog shifter out to walk a real dog might not be the best idea, especially since Demon and Donny always seem to find trouble—or trouble finds them.

      “Donny’s real sorry about chasing the skunk,” Blair said. “He promised not to do it again.”

      “Uh-huh.” It isn’t that Donny means to get into situations, but he’s the derpiest shifter I’ve ever met. Which isn’t really fair, because while he’s a big dork, he’s also loyal and willing to stand his ground in a fight.

      I have the best friends.

      “So you guys had a slumber party while I was gone?” I reached around to grab a piece of bacon from the plate Chiara was filling from a pan on the stove.

      “Yeah, drank all your best booze, ate all your ice cream—the usual,” Blair joked. She looked me up and down, checking for injuries.

      “Nothing that time and Advil won’t fix,” I assured her, although the way I limped over to the kitchen chair probably didn’t build confidence.

      I was about to fill them in on everything that had happened when I realized that Chiara had made enough bacon for an army and that there were boxes of scones and breakfast muffins from her parents’ bakery on the counter.

      “Hungry?” I asked.

      Just then I heard shuffling coming from the living room and saw Phoebe, Carl, Jon, Kayla, and Scott—all of my meddling kids—trooping in wearing t-shirts, sweats, and pajama pants.

      “Master Splinter!” Carl greeted me. It was a running joke, given that I’d promised to see to their training so that their gifts didn’t get them into trouble.

      “Did you get your Giwoggle?” Phoebe asked.

      “About that. It’s…complicated,” I replied, groaning as stiff muscles protested when I sat down.

      “What, you’re in a relationship with it? Sara’s gonna be pissed,” Phoebe replied with a twinkle in her eye, deliberately misunderstanding.

      “Wogs is kinda cute, but Sara is way cuter,” I assured her.

      Phoebe and Carl shared a look. “Wogs,” Phoebe repeated and elbowed Carl. “Pay up. I told you he’d name it.”

      “I interrupted a scary bad dude trying to kidnap him. We fought, Wogs helped me, and I took him to the preserve,” I recapped.

      Kayla was looking at me with an expression that said she had used her telepathy to skip the conversation and go right to the Cliff Notes version by reading my thoughts. Her wavy brown hair with red tips was tied up with a scrunchie. Like the rest of my Scooby gang, she was barely legal to drink and saddled with understanding psychic abilities that would try the mettle of a much older person.

      “That’s why we’re here,” Kayla answered my unasked question. “Because we got spooked that someone was after us.”

      “We got a heads up from the ghosts,” Jon added. Since he’d been blinded by a lamia a while back, his Second Sight had grown stronger, enhancing his abilities as a medium. Tall, slender, and pale with dark hair, Jon had a waifish look to him that didn’t do justice to his internal strength.

      “Yeah, the ghost whisperer here got a warning bad guys were coming, and so we showed up at the bookstore, and Chiara invited us to your place for the night,” Scott replied, never taking his eyes off the piece of bacon he levitated two inches above his plate. He’s a good kid, but he’s got a chip on his shoulder. Scott doesn’t look like a badass—short, straw-colored hair, glasses—but he’s got balls when the chips are down.

      Blair shoved a mug of coffee into my hand, and Chiara put a plate in front of me. “Don’t get used to being served. It’s just that you scared us when we didn’t hear from you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I replied, honestly contrite. “I’d just had my brain fried by a Huntsman, and I wasn’t firing on all cylinders.”

      The empty plate in Chiara’s hand slipped through her fingers and smashed on the floor.

      Blair looked up, worried. “Baby?”

      Chiara’s shoulders had gone stiff, and I saw a tremor run through her. She’s little but fierce, and nothing scares her. Hell, her family’s been mobbed up since the Capone days. She is protected—if not by her five big brothers, then by her very lethal wife, and her own fighting ability.

      “A Huntsman?” I heard the fear in her voice.

      Blair came up behind her and guided her to a chair, then went to clean up the broken plate. Chiara knocked back most of a mug of black coffee while she gathered her wits.

      “Why don’t you tell us what happened, and then I’ll fill in what I know,” Chiara replied, and I figured she was buying herself time.

      Just as I was about to start in, we heard scratching at the door. Carl opened it, and two big dogs ran in, tongues lolling, tails wagging. Demon ran straight to me, licking the bacon grease off my hand, begging for ear scritches, and completely undermining the reputation of fearsome Dobermans everywhere. I’d seen him rise to the occasion if there was a real threat, but most of the time, he liked to lie upside-down on my couch and eat popcorn.

      Donny paused, and I saw a look of concentration on his face. Most dog-owners would think that meant he was going to poop, but I knew he was about to shift.

      “Hey! Not here. Take it into the back, and remember to put on pants!”

      Donny looked at me like I’d smacked him with a newspaper and scuttled off toward the bathroom. Shifters don’t really grasp the idea of modesty, and we’d all seen his moon and jewels far too often.

      While we waited, I got a refill of coffee and bacon, because nothing helps with getting over a near-death experience like lots of java and smoked pork goodness.

      Donny returned a few minutes later, wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Oddly enough, he didn’t look that much different from when he was a Malamute mix. His wavy black hair framed an angular face with a prominent nose and mismatched eyes, one blue and the other gold.

      “Well, the gang’s all here,” I said, taking the rest of my coffee like a shot of Jameson, which I sorely wish I had. I filled them in on what I’d seen, then I looked to Chiara. “So, what do you know about Huntsmen?”

      Blair sat down next to her and took her hand, giving Chiara an encouraging glance. “It’s okay,” she said quietly.

      “Huntsmen are like ninjas. Most people think that they’re just a legend. Like a boogeyman story to keep children in line. ‘Be good, or the Huntsman will get you,’” Chiara said. “There aren’t many of them, and they keep a low profile. They work for wealthy collectors, witches who don’t want to get their own hands dirty, and rich sickos. They’re procurers. Traffickers. Body snatchers.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what Tristan and Otto said. We just don’t know who sent him, or who he’s working for.”

      “Do you think he’s after us too?” Phoebe asked. They did their best to keep their abilities a secret, but nothing stays hidden for long, not to people who know where to look. That was one reason I’d insisted that they learn how to defend themselves and how to control their talents. I knew that someday, they’d probably have to fight. I just didn’t want that day to be today.

      “What made you think you were being watched or followed?” I asked.

      “I had a dream,” Carl spoke up. “And Phoebe saw something in a vision.”

      “Tell me.”

      Carl looked away. “I dreamed that we all woke up in cages, and there was some kind of magic that kept us from getting out. We were inside a big van, being taken somewhere. That’s all I saw.”

      Phoebe nodded. “I saw the shadow of a man. Big, scary. I couldn’t see his face. He was chasing me through a dark forest. It was like one of those cartoons where the same scenery keeps going by over and over. I just knew if he caught me, it would be over.”

      “I was listening to a podcast, and all of a sudden, I had ghosts telling me that I need to find my friends and hide,” Jon added. “And when I called Phoebe and Carl, they were already packing. So we got ahold of the others and showed up at Crystal Dreams.”

      “You were right to come here,” I told them. “The cabin has layers of wardings that won’t keep out everything but will make a lot of the bad guys think twice before coming closer. The only problem is—I’m not off the grid. This isn’t a secret bunker. So anyone looking for me is going to find you.”

      “We didn’t know where else to bring them,” Chiara admitted. “And we had to come here anyhow to watch Demon.”

      I believed that the warnings the kids got were valid. They were also vague enough to be tough to defend against. I needed to call in an expert.

      Father Leo showed up half an hour later. I was starting to feel like we had a party going on. Despite the underlying worry about the Huntsman, these folks were all close with each other, so they were doing their best to jolly each other out their worries, at least temporarily. I loved the way they had each other’s backs. My blood relations might have let me down, but I had an amazing found family.

      “I agree with Mark. You shouldn’t stay here,” Father Leo said after he heard everyone’s tale. “I can get you to a safe house, somewhere warded and hidden. The Occulatum keeps a few scattered around, for special circumstances.”

      Since I became a part-timer for a secret Vatican organization, I’ve gained a whole new perspective on the Church, complete with vampire hunters, douchy bureaucrats, and secret libraries. Plus, apparently, bolt holes to hide in until the heat was off.

      While Phoebe and the others gathered their things, Father Leo pulled me aside. “What do you think is going on, Mark?”

      “Crap. I was hoping you’d tell me. It seems odd that a Huntsman would suddenly turn up when they’re rare enough most people don’t think they’re even real. Donny says the shifters are skittish too. Tristan and Otto were going to see what they could hear from their sources and let me know.”

      “The Giwoggle would be an exotic cryptid, so bagging one to sell to rich trophy hunters wouldn’t be a stretch,” Father Leo mused aloud. “I agree that having a Huntsman suddenly turn up is strange, but if there’s something bigger going on, I haven’t heard through official channels.” He didn’t have to say that asking questions was just likely to create problems.

      “I’m pretty sure Chiara and Blair intend to help you get the gang settled at the safe house—along with Donny and Demon,” I replied. “Meanwhile, I’m supposed to meet Pat and Louie for a drink over at the Drunk Monk, so I can see if there’s been any unusual police chatter. Maybe by then, Tristan and Otto will have news.”

      I probably should have felt bad that Demon barely gave me a second glance as he left with Donny and the rest of the crew, but from his perspective, I guess it was a big adventure—like summer camp. Blair and Chiara promised to touch base when they headed back to the store. Donny’s girlfriend couldn’t skip work, so they had already made arrangements for her to stay with them at their house until the danger passed. It wasn’t a foolproof solution, but at least she wouldn’t be on her own if she couldn’t go into hiding.

      The cabin was going to feel very empty without everyone, but I wanted them to be safe. Demon might be a total pushover, but he’s good company, and he sounds like a hellhound when anyone he doesn’t know comes near.

      It crossed my mind that normal people don’t send their dogs to a safe house.

      Then again, nothing about my life was normal.

      I did some research since it was too early to head over to meet the guys. There wasn’t much about Huntsmen in the lore, which surprised me. It seemed like the kind of thing there’d be a lot of legends about and few hard facts.

      So, I cheated and called Simon Kincaide, a friend of mine in Myrtle Beach. He’s a psychic medium, and he’s got a Ph.D. in folklore and mythology, so if there’s an obscure bit of lore, he’ll know where to find it.

      “Hi, Mark. I was waiting for your call.”

      Hard to surprise a psychic. “Hey, Simon. How’s life at the beach?”

      “Never a dull moment.”

      I knew that when he wasn’t leading ghost tours and holding psychic readings, Simon consulted on police cases with his fiancé, homicide detective Vic D’Amato. So I believed him about the lack of downtime.

      “What do you know about Huntsmen?” I asked.

      “Really? This is the second time lately I’ve gotten asked about them. Cory Caldwell up in Ithaca wanted to know all the details too. Weird. I’ve gone years without having them come up. What’s going on?”

      “That’s what I was hoping you could tell me,” I replied. I had a passing acquaintance with Cory, so I jotted down a note to give him a call later. Monster hunting was a pretty small world, and anyone who’d been in the game for a while at least knew the names and reputations of the other players in the region.

      “I know that they usually work for an elite clientele—meaning, rich,” Simon told me. “They’re like the guides who take trophy hunters out into the wilderness to hunt endangered animals. No morals—just money. Huntsmen usually trap the exotic cryptids and take them to a private estate. They’ve been known to go after all kinds of creatures—including shifters. Thrill of the hunt and all,” he added, derision clear in his voice.

      “So, they’re human?”

      “Sorry to say so, but yes. Because they go after dangerous creatures, they usually either have some magic of their own or a witch on retainer who gives them what they need to get the upper hand with whatever they’re hunting.”

      “Great,” I muttered. “Any particular kind of witchcraft?”

      “Binding spells, distraction runes, memory charms,” Simon rattled off. “Things that help them avoid being noticed, that confuse or disable their target. They’re nasty SOBs.”

      “How do the people who hire them find out about them? Kinda doubt there’s a website,” I said.

      “Word of mouth,” Simon replied. “They’re all lone wolves. I suspect most of them are ex-military special ops since they’re such good ‘ghosts.’ They come in, do a snatch, and vanish. It’s rare to have one screw up and get caught.”

      “What did Cory and Max run into?” I asked. I’d heard good things about them.

      “There was a Huntsman in Upstate New York who was grabbing shifters. It didn’t go over well.” Simon’s droll tone suggested there was quite a tale to be told, but I checked the time and realized I’d have to hear the full story later.

      “Guess I’ll need to call them and see if they have any tips because it looks like we’re going to need to run one off around here,” I said.

      “Let me see if I can find anything else, and I’ll let you know,” Simon promised. “But as far as I’ve been able to learn, Huntsmen themselves aren’t supernatural, and they aren’t necessarily witches. If the magic is borrowed—coming from a hex bag or a relic but not from the person themselves—then it’s easier to break.”

      “Which means whatever will work on curses, hexes, and magical items as a counterspell or neutralizer should take the wind out of a Huntsman’s protections,” I replied.

      “Theoretically, yes.”

      “Not making me feel real confident here, Simon. I’d prefer better than ‘theoretically.’”

      “Sorry, Mark. That’s the best I can do.”

      I appreciated that Simon didn’t lie to give me false confidence. We both knew that while magic had its own rules and could be exceptionally exacting, those rules didn’t always follow human logic—-and that was even more true for everything supernatural. Still, I’d trust Simon with my life, and I had risked my life on the basis of his research. He was one of the best, and if he couldn’t find out answers, then there probably weren’t any to be discovered.

      “Okay. I’ll take whatever you can dig up. Thank you, and say hi to Vic for me.”

      “I’ll call you when I’ve got something. Be careful.”

      I ended the call and stared into space for a few minutes, processing the information. I had gone up against all kinds of paranormal creatures, but nothing ever seemed quite as monstrous as plain old human beings.

      I really needed to go have a few drinks with my friends.
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      The Drunk Monk was a comfortable local’s bar on the East side of Conneaut Lake. The unpretentious tavern seemed defiantly proud of its Eighties decor, but the good food and drinks that weren’t terribly overpriced made up for it. I liked it because Mick at the bar didn’t run the TV too loud, and he made sure that my baked soft pretzels came with plenty of salt and extra cheese dip.

      It’s the little things that make life worthwhile.

      Pat Carmody and Louie Marino arrived almost at the same time. They’re both cops—Pat lives in Meadville, and Louie is from Linesville. They’re both good guys. We’ve known each other forever, and they’re two of the relatively few people who know about the monster hunting. They’ve helped me out on a few hunts and kept other cops off my ass even more often. When we can just go out and leave the burdens of our jobs aside for a little while, it’s a wonderful thing.

      “Hey Whoa-chick,” Louie said, intentionally mispronouncing my last name, although he definitely knows better.

      “Hey yourself, Marinara,” I answered, returning the favor. We’d been trading mangled names since elementary school, and the jokes never got any more creative.

      “Hiya, Mark.” Pat didn’t play games when there were three hot soft pretzels on the table and a fresh platter of nachos piled a mile high, along with a pitcher of Voodoo stout, a locally brewed favorite.

      We were relatively quiet as we stuffed food in our faces and washed it down with good beer. After we polished off all of the grub, we sat back, nursing our drinks.

      “So what big crime sprees have you derailed lately?” I asked. Meadville and Linesville weren’t exactly hives of scum and villainy. Sure, we had the Mob, but it had gentrified while keeping enough clout to ward off the worst of the gangs and the cartels. Most of the garden-variety crime was burglary, assault, family disputes, petty theft. Bad, but nothing compared to the big cities.

      Louie shrugged. “Same old, same old—lucky us. Had to split up a fistfight between two middle-aged ladies over a velvet Elvis painting at a garage sale.”

      “We had a bare-knuckles purse-swinging brawl at the Polish Club over bingo numbers,” Pat chimed in. “I got clipped in the head by a lady whose purse must have been filled with rolls of quarters.”

      “Have you had any weird poaching reports?” I asked, and they both looked at me, knowing I didn’t ask random questions.

      “Working a case, Mark?” Louie asked.

      I shrugged. “Always.”

      Pat’s fingers tapped on his glass. “We had reports of an unidentified man trespassing in no-hunting areas. Rumor had it, he was looking for ‘wolves’ and ‘large game.’ We didn’t find him, but we found evidence that he must have gotten what he was hunting, at least once or twice.”

      “That sounds like my kind of thing. Did anyone get a description?”

      Pat shook his head. “Nothing we could go on.”

      I rattled off the details from my run-in with the Huntsman, and both men took notes on their phones. “Here’s what I want you to pay attention to,” I warned. “He’s heavily armed, and he’s either a warlock himself, or he’s being helped by witches, so it’s not going to be a fair fight if a regular cop decides to try to take him in. Someone will get hurt.”

      “Shit,” Louie muttered.

      “No kidding,” I replied. “Because I think that there’s something bigger going on, and he’s not acting on his own. I just don’t know what—yet.”

      “If we hear anything like that, we’ll let you know,” Pat replied, putting his phone away. “And if you get intel on what’s behind it, keep us in the loop so we don’t get blindsided. I know we can’t help ‘officially,’ but I really hate cleaning up collateral damage.”

      “Will do,” I promised.

      We switched to pitchers of soda and moved to the pool table and the dartboards. None of us would ever be able to make a living hustling games, so I guess it was a good thing we had solid jobs. By the time we finally called it a night, it was only nine, but we all had to work the next day.

      My phone rang on the drive home. “Mark. How soon can you meet me at the church? We’ve got a…situation,” Father Leo said.

      “I’m on my way back from Conneaut Lake,” I told him. “Fifteen minutes tops. Why?”

      “I’ll tell you when you get here. Come to the sanctuary. I’ll meet you there.” He paused. “And Mark—hold your fire unless you walk in on a truly life-or-death situation.”

      That last comment told me that whatever the reason, Leo wasn’t going to be alone, and his guest was someone I wouldn’t approve of on general principles. All the laid-back vibes I’d gained at the Drunk Monk vanished, and I went into hyper-alert hunter mode, glad I had my Glock under the seat and my less-legal stash of weapons in the lockbox in the back of the truck.

      Night had fallen by the time I got to St. Gemma Galgani church, but the big security light on the pole in the center of the gravel parking lot lit the place up like a used car dealership. Father Leo says that’s the only way the old ladies of the parish will come to evening programs like bingo games and cookie exchanges.

      I pulled in, alert for trouble. Father Leo’s truck was parked on the far side of the lot, over by the Rectory. Another truck I didn’t recognize sat in the first row of spaces. Since no one else was around, I figured there weren’t any committee meetings or small group gatherings tonight. Normally, the church building would be dark inside, but the windows glowed, all lit up.

      Father Leo hadn’t worked any of our warning phrases into his conversation, so I didn’t think he’d been taken hostage or that he was being held against his will. Still, he must have figured something about his visitor would put me on edge, and that made me extra cautious. It took a lot to put one over on the padre, but he was only human, and I didn’t want to find out something had conned him into letting down his guard.

      Just in case, I tucked my Glock into the back waistband of my jeans. I made sure I had knives made of silver and iron within easy reach, had a flask of holy water and a container of salt in the pocket of my jacket, and a sawed-off in hand.

      Always be prepared, like the Good Book says. Or was that the Boy Scouts? I’ll admit that I only ever attended either organization for the cookies afterward.

      Father Leo’s church is small and old and far from wealthy. Most of the windows have panes of regular colored glass, but long ago the congregation dug deep and put a proper stained-glass window of its namesake saint and a few other scenes from the Bible in one window over the front doors. When the sun streams through, it makes pretty colors on the floor.

      I’d rarely been inside the church at night, and I guess I’d intentionally forgotten how dark, shadowed, and empty it could seem, even with the lights on.

      Father Leo and a man I didn’t recognize stood not far inside the doors. I slowed my pace, giving myself time to get a good look at the newcomer and to size up the situation. The priest didn’t appear to be in any danger, and the two looked fairly relaxed as they chatted.

      “Ah, Mark. Glad you could join us,” Father Leo said. “This is Lorenzo Parisi, from Pittsburgh. He’s here to claim sanctuary.”

      As I stepped closer, the hackles on the back of my neck rose. Even in the warm light of the church sconces, the newcomer looked unnaturally pale, and on closer inspection, I could see he wasn’t breathing.

      Vampire.

      I started to reach for my knife, but Father Leo gave a curt shake of his head. “Sanctuary, Mark. We respect that holy vow, no matter who claims it.”

      One of the things I learned early when I took up monster hunting is that pop culture gets the strangest things right, and the most basic things wrong. Like vampires and churches. There are a lot of evil things that can’t cross the threshold of a house of worship or a sanctified burial ground, but there are far more who are too agnostic to care. For vampires, some of it depends on the age and strength of the vamp, but for the most part, the lore is just plain wrong.

      Somehow, I didn’t figure Lorenzo came here to make his first Holy Communion.

      “Why?” I asked. I’m not the best at making new friends under ideal conditions, which this wasn’t.

      “Because I would rather throw myself on the mercy of the Church than wait for a Huntsman to administer the final death,” Lorenzo replied. Something about the way he spoke reminded me of Chiara’s grandfather, that generation of Italian-Americans who either came over themselves or whose parents immigrated and never lost the accent. I guessed he was a lot older than he looked.

      “Who hired the Huntsman?” I asked, thinking that for a lot of history, the Church was the bounty hunter for vampires, so there was some irony there I didn’t have time to appreciate.

      Lorenzo’s lip curled. “Those fucking mangy curs. Mannari.”

      I looked to Father Leo. I’m getting better at Latin, but that’s about my limit for speaking another language.

      “Werewolves,” Leo replied. “Mob werewolves.”

      “Werewolves are hiring Huntsmen to kill vampires?” I could find myself out of a job.

      Lorenzo ranted about something in Italian. Father Leo answered in the same language, and Lorenzo turned away but went quiet.

      “Lorenzo has put himself at great risk because he fears that someone is trying to stir up a war between the Pittsburgh vampires and the Erie werewolves,” Leo told me. “The vampires hold the werewolves responsible for the Huntsman, but the werewolves believe that the vampires hired him. Both sides have suffered losses.” He gave me a significant look.

      Huntsman. “Why would vampires hire out their dirty work?” I asked. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “And that is why I believe there is someone else meddling,” Lorenzo replied. “For generations, here and in the Old World, we take care of our own problems. We do what needs to be done. We do not require the services of mercenaries, especially not Huntsmen.”

      I couldn’t begin to unpack the contempt I heard in Lorenzo’s voice. He was offended that the weres would believe the vamps would hire outside help, but fully convinced that the weres were guilty. My confusion must have been clear in my expression because the stranger muttered something I guessed was a curse, and then went on.

      “The Huntsmen are without loyalty, without honor. Paid killers, nothing more,” Lorenzo said, speaking so forcefully that spit flew. “Traffickers, like pimps. Whoever is behind this wants to make trouble, take away the stability we have worked hard to maintain.”

      “And the Huntsman?” I asked, still wrapping my head around “vampire mafia.”

      “I do not care for werewolves,” Lorenzo replied. “But the truce between our groups has held for a very long time, because they kept their part of the bargain, with honor.” That last word came out through gritted teeth as if it pained him to say it. “So to send a killer against us now? It makes no sense. There is no prize valuable enough to be worth this fight. It will only bring both sides dangerous visibility.”

      “Lorenzo is afraid that the killings will spark a war between the vampires and werewolves that will force the human Mob to intervene and bring down the authorities on all of them,” Father Leo said, filling in the details.

      “Bad for business,” I said.

      “Very bad,” Lorenzo replied without a hint of sarcasm, nodding to me as if confirming we were in agreement. That made me queasy on so many levels.

      “But the Huntsman I fought wasn’t going after a werewolf or a vampire. There’s no mistaking a Giwoggle for either. Was he picking up some ‘extra credit’ on the side?”

      Lorenzo’s thick eyebrows rose in surprise. “You fought a Huntsman—and lived?”

      He didn’t need to sound so surprised. “My methods are a little…unconventional,” I replied, and Father Leo stifled a snort. “I may have thrown off his game.”

      Lorenzo threw back his head and laughed, and even though I could see his fangs, life and humor filled the deep rich sound. “I think I like you, Mark.” He turned to Father Leo. “I understand why you called for him.”

      “So if Lorenzo bucked his bosses to come here, then we’re in the crosshairs of how many groups now?” I asked because I never was good at doing math in my head. “The Erie weres, the Pittsburgh vamps, and a Huntsman? Oh, and I can’t believe the local don is going to be thrilled, so that’s one more.”

      “Now you know why I believed a safe house for the others was appropriate,” Father Leo replied.

      “What are we going to do? Let them all duke it out and hope we don’t get hit in the crossfire? And that they don’t take everyone else down with them?” I’d read all about the Valentine’s Day Massacre, and it seemed like a bad idea to bring back the old days.

      “We have one chance to fix this,” Lorenzo spoke up. “I wish to speak with Simon Giordano. He has a powerful stregone who can help us. It is not enough just to stop the Huntsman—we must find out who is trying to turn us all against each other, and why.” His lips pulled back, revealing his fangs. “And then we slaughter them.”

      Father Leo didn’t look as upset about that pronouncement as I had expected.

      I drew in a deep breath and let it out, mentally calculating how many weapons I had with me and how much ammo. “Alright then. When in Rome…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched the black Mercedes sedan pull into the church parking lot an hour later. Two muscle-bound men without necks got out of the front, and one of them kept watch while the other opened the rear passenger-side door. A distinguished-looking, forty-something man in an expensive topcoat emerged, and the goons fell in behind him.

      It’s kinda sad that with all that Mob money, their tailors can’t fit their suit jackets better to accommodate the shoulder holsters.

      Or maybe seeing the bulge is the whole point.

      The un-indicted alleged Don of the Meadville Mafia walked up the steps to the church. One of his bodyguards entered first and looked around, then leaned outside and nodded.

      With his fine suits and expensive shoes, Simon Giordano was more John Gotti than Al Capone. He was CEO of a local company, donated to all the right local causes, and was always photographed in the right places with the right people. That didn’t change that underneath those pricy threads he was all shark.

      Giordano’s gaze swept over the church vestibule, and I knew he didn’t miss a detail. One eyebrow rose when he saw me. We’d had a conversation a while back that helped me track down an elderly stregone whose soul got tangled up in a long-ago curse, and I’d taken care of the problem. In his very polite way, Giordano had made it clear that I should lose his number. A smarter man would have done just that, but not me. I had a feeling, given the level of Mob activity in this area, that the Don and I would cross paths again.

      I just hadn’t expected that there would be vampires involved.

      “Mr. Wojcik,” Giordano said, and of course he remembered my name. That wasn’t creepy at all…not. Especially since it had been Father Leo, not me, who’d made the contact. “I did not expect to see you again.”

      “He’s here at my request…under the protection of the Church.” Father Leo doesn’t mince words. He said something else in Italian, and Giordano inclined his head respectfully.

      “As you wish, Father,” the Mob boss replied with the hint of a smile, conceding to the power of the Occulatum, but hardly relinquishing the upper hand. “I’m a busy man. You call me out late in the evening… I expect there is a very good reason?”

      Lorenzo stepped out from an alcove. “Hello, Simon.”

      Giordano had an excellent poker face, but for a second, I saw his eyes widen and recognized the emotion. Fear.

      He not only knew Lorenzo…he knew what he was.

      “You give refuge in a holy place to his sort?” Giordano snapped, covering fear with bravado.

      “I promised safety to both of you,” Father Leo replied, and the implied but unspoken equivalency made me admire the priest for his brass balls yet again.

      From the way Giordano’s jaw clenched, I knew he’d gotten the message.

      “If war comes between Erie and Pittsburgh, Meadville will not be unscathed,” Lorenzo warned, his voice a dire rumble. “A Huntsman is taking both vampires and werewolves, making it look like each side set him on the other. I believe an outsider set it up to turn us against each other.”

      “Huntsmen aren’t real.”

      “The one Mark fought off was most definitely real,” Father Leo replied.

      Giordano gave me an appraising look. “You fought a Huntsman—and lived?”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable under the cold stare. A delicate balance existed between a guy like Giordano respecting someone’s skills and seeing them as a threat.

      “That’s me, always full of surprises,” I snarked because humor is my best armor.

      “Tell me of these Huntsmen,” Giordano said, pinning Lorenzo with his stare. “And explain why they have broken the old truce.”

      “I don’t believe it is a coincidence,” Lorenzo replied. “There have always been rivalries. But now, I believe outsiders are manipulating both the nest and the pack to create a war that will weaken or destroy us all.”

      “Why?” Giordano’s expression turned shrewd as if assessing the risk…and the possible rewards.

      “The truce among the three families has provided stability and enabled us all to profit,” Lorenzo said. “Break that trust, set us against each other, and in the chaos, others gain an advantage.”

      “I believe there may be an even greater threat,” Father Leo said, and his voice took on the tone it did when he spoke with the authority of Rome. “You know something of the Occulatum. We act with the blessing of the Holy Father to protect and preserve. But we aren’t the only Order that functions as an extension of the Vatican. These other Orders meddle in secular affairs to bring about the ends they desire for their own purposes.”

      “And you believe one of these shadowy groups is pulling strings?” Giordano’s scowl made it clear what he thought about outsiders interfering in his territory.

      “I do,” Father Leo replied. “And perhaps other groups as well, which owe their allegiance elsewhere.”

      “You didn’t ask me here to give me a briefing,” Giordano said. “What do you want? I prefer plainspokenness.”

      “We’d like to borrow your stregone,” I said, cutting to the chase. Father Leo sighed, and even the vampire winced. I suck at politics. I’m a WYSIWYG kind of guy, and while being blunt raises some hackles, I don’t have the patience or the interest to spin a web to trap my enemies.

      I’d rather shoot the fuckers and get it over with.

      Giordano regarded me like he was trying to decide whether to laugh at my boldness or kill me. “Oh, is that all? Perhaps you’d like my car, the keys to my lake house…password to my bank account?” His humor chilled me. I knew I was on dangerous ground.

      “I mean no disrespect,” I said, raising both hands, palms out, in a universal gesture of accommodation. “But from what I saw, the Huntsman had magical protections. I beat him the first time because I surprised him. Next time that won’t work. So I need to hedge my bet.” I met his eyes because if he intended to kill me, I wanted to see it coming.

      His gaze cut over to Father Leo and flickered to Lorenzo. “You believe this?” he asked them. Both men nodded.

      “We’ve seen their interference before, always setting one group against another, poking to find weaknesses to exploit,” Father Leo said. “Each time, the stakes are higher. Every attack has involved magic of some sort, stronger with every attack.”

      “What do they want?”

      I could almost see the calculation going on behind Giordano’s eyes, trying to figure out if he could buy peace, or find the price of a continued truce.

      “I don’t know,” Father Leo replied. “Nothing good. They seek domination—that’s been their goal for thousands of years. Governments and powerful organizations are like chess pieces to them. It’s a long game—and one we cannot afford to let them win.”

      “Perhaps they can be bargained with,” Giordano said. “Everyone has a price.”

      “These are fanatics, not reasonable men,” Father Leo warned. “Are you willing to risk all of your enterprises to test that theory?”

      For a moment, mobster and priest stared each other down. Finally, Giordano blinked.

      “No. What do you want with my stregone? Good warlocks are hard to find. I don’t want to need to find a replacement.”

      “We want him to advise us on our move against the Huntsman,” Lorenzo warned. “And I wish to know if rogue factions within the nest and pack were bespelled.”

      Giordano looked up sharply. “You think that’s possible?”

      “Yes,” Father Leo replied.

      “But you said these other factions did the will of the Vatican—”

      “It would not be the first time the Church has attempted to harness dark powers to gain its desired ends,” Lorenzo answered, with a look that suggested he remembered long-ago horrors.

      Giordano crossed himself reflexively and muttered in Italian. “Alright. I will arrange for a meeting, and he may advise you, but I will not permit him to accompany you to fight. There could be…unwelcome…repercussions.”

      “Understood,” Father Leo said. What I got from Giordano’s comment was that he didn’t want any strike to have his fingerprints on it.

      “This Huntsman—you said that Mark fought him near here. Why?”

      “Huntsmen aren’t assassins,” I said. “They’re traffickers. They procure supernatural creatures for wealthy patrons who either want to hunt them, exploit their abilities, or ‘collect’ them. So I assume he’s got some other side gigs.”

      The mobster’s expression darkened, and I saw a deadly fire in his eyes. Up ‘til now, this had been all business. But the mention of traffickers somehow made this personal. I wondered, but I didn’t want to know.

      “I don’t abide trafficking,” Giordano said in a cold hard voice. I doubted that most people who heard that tone lived to tell about it. “And I find mercenaries to be dangerous and unreliable. Bad for business.”

      He hadn’t actually confirmed his alleged role; he’d only stated his opinion. But everything about his tone and manner suggested direct action with extreme prejudice.

      In arranging to provide us with the advice of his stregone, I suspected that Giordano had mentally outsourced the supernatural problem to us and that he intended to see to the flesh-and-blood aspects of the problem himself.

      “We’re done here,” Giordano said. He looked at Lorenzo. “I respect the Church’s tradition of Sanctuary, and I trust that will keep you close within its walls—for your own protection.” The unspoken warning came through loud and clear.

      Lorenzo surely understood, but the threat didn’t faze him. “Of course. Although I do love to take in the night air when the mood strikes.”

      I knew I was watching two predators circle each other. Common sense should have reminded me that I could get caught in the crossfire. Then again, Father Leo and I were badasses of a different sort. We had killed things much scarier than a Mob boss, and we knew how to deal with vampires if it came to that. More importantly—the vampire and the Mob boss needed us alive to do what they either couldn’t do or didn’t dare handle directly.

      That didn’t make us untouchable, but it did mean it was in our allies’ self-interest to keep us around.

      In a game that didn’t have many advantages, I’d take any I could get.
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      I wish I had more to tell you, but that’s all I know,” Cory Caldwell told me the next morning. “Max and I weren’t there for the takedown. The Huntsman had some magical protections to keep him from being noticed and keep his prisoners under control, but in the end, an old-fashioned beatdown subdued him, and he got packed off to a Tribunal. Not much else to say.”

      “Thanks, Cory,” I replied, knowing it wasn’t his fault that the story didn’t give me the answer I was hoping to get.

      “Look—I know you wanted a ritual or a weapon that was like a silver bullet for Huntsmen, but maybe it’s good news that there isn’t one.”

      “Say what?”

      “He’s just a man, Mark. Human. Not a demon or a monster or even necessarily a witch. Compared to what you usually hunt, it shouldn’t be too hard to stop him,” Cory reasoned.

      “Start thinking like that, and you get bushwhacked,” I warned. Overconfidence makes for dead hunters.

      Cory sighed. “That’s not what I meant. Just…don’t overthink this. It sounds like you’ve got the help you need to cover all your bases. I wish we were closer to lend a hand.”

      “Thanks, but we need someone to keep the Finger Lakes safe from monsters,” I joked.

      “Yeah, well. Watch your back and let us know how it turns out. I’ll tell Max you said hi.”

      I ended the call and drained the rest of my coffee in one gulp. Simon Kincaide had emailed me everything he could find about Huntsmen, and he’d called in help from his contacts as well. He hadn’t had any game-changing insights, which sucked because no matter how Cory tried to spin the bright side of this, I didn’t feel prepared. I liked going into a fight believing we were bringing the shock and awe, and other than some new ammo I was itching to try out, I had bupkis.

      I was due at the church in a couple of hours, right after dinner. We were meeting the stregone, Ricardo Arcuri, and working out a game plan to find the Huntsman and stop him before he could snatch any more cryptids or go after the werewolves again. In the meantime, Chiara was making a Hail Mary pass at research, and both Otto and Tristan were working their networks to see if anyone had a whisper of where the guy might strike next.

      Lorenzo had rallied his supporters among the Pittsburgh vampire Mob, especially after another of their family had gone missing—under circumstances that practically screamed “Huntsman.” That seemed to get them off their undead asses. As long as whoever hired the Huntsman existed and could pay his fee, the rest of the nest—and the truce—was in danger.

      Hell, for all I knew, the Huntsman might not really work for whoever thought they hired him. If this was a big fucking conspiracy, maybe the shadow powers were paying the bill—or the hitmen were getting paid twice. Figuring out their payroll problems wasn’t my job. I had monsters to save—and human scum to stop.

      And didn’t it suck that in this case, we had to make nice with one group of human monsters in order to stop others?

      The vamps couldn’t show up as a group without bringing a Mob war down on us, but that also meant the werewolves weren’t going to field a team, either. I’d gotten the definite impression Giordano was going to be marshaling his wise guys to crack down on anyone in his organization who might be cooperating with the trafficking.

      None of that helped much to get to the heart of the problem—where the Huntsman was going to strike next, and how to stop him.

      My phone rang with Chiara’s ringtone. “Hey. Whatcha got for me?”

      “One degree of Kevin Bacon.”

      “Huh?” I’d heard of the game, connecting celebrities based on how far removed they were from knowing or having worked with the famous actor. According to someone, we were all only six personal connections removed from anyone in the world—if you knew who to ask.

      “I don’t know who your Huntsman is, but thanks to Phoebe and Carl, I’m pretty sure I know what cryptid he’s going after next, and who you need to talk to in order to beat him to the punch. If you can get to the creature first and control him, you can beat the Huntsman.”

      My life was a lot simpler when all I had to do was shoot ghouls and send restless ghosts packing.

      “Okay, back that up while I pour another cup of coffee.”

      “Skip the Irish.”

      “I’ll reserve judgment on that until I’ve heard what you have to say.” I didn’t make a habit of day drinking, but there were situations where any sane person would do better with a slug of Irish or Scotch courage to ease the way.

      “Before I get into the good stuff, everyone’s fine,” Chiara said, knowing me well enough to understand that I worried about them, safe house or not. “They’ve got a strange summer camp sort of thing going, even if it’s more like WITSEC. Although it’s weird—Donny’s gotten more like a real dog, and Demon’s picked up some freaky human reactions.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Anyhow,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard me, “Phoebe and Carl both had dreams about a big winged creature.”

      “We’ve got a snallygaster out at the preserve,” I said. “And a Mothman.”

      “This isn’t either of those,” Chiara continued. “Imagine crossing a turkey buzzard with a pterodactyl. Ugly SOB.”

      “Do you know what it is?” I wracked my brain for something that fit that description, but other than that Mexican feathered god, I came up dry.

      “I think it’s a NuWi. It’s a type of firebird.”

      That was closer to Quetzalcoatl than I liked. “Are firebirds some kind of god?”

      “Depends on the mythology,” she replied. “NuWi are one of the rarer Pennsylvania cryptids, but there are enough reports to be credible. They only return every fifty years to feed—and it’s been that long since the last reports of spotting one.”

      “Is it likely to eat us?” I figured I should know the odds going in.

      “I guess it could, since it eats meat, but it mostly goes for deer and sheep.”

      “So they had visions about this NuWi critter, and you think that’s what the Huntsman will go after next? For a guy who got hired to harass vampires and werewolves, he sure seems to do a lot of side gigs.”

      “In this case, I think they’re related,” Chiara told me. “Part of the legend of the NuWi is that they have magical powers, and if a person can bind the creature, they get the benefit of the magic.”

      Shit. “What does it take to bind them?”

      “That’s the part I don’t know—but I found someone who does.”

      “Who?”

      “Loop Hill Ike.”

      I caught my breath. “Ike’s been dead for decades—if he was ever real.”

      “He was real,” Chiara replied with certainty. “And it might be more like fifty years. I found his grave. You just have to go have a chat with him and find out what he knows about NuWi.”

      I don’t have any magic of my own—at least, nothing that anyone’s ever noticed. Simon and some of my other friends with extra abilities have taught me protective sigils and invocations, as well as wardings and banishing runes. Maybe the power is contained in the symbols or words—or maybe there’s just a smidge of latent magic in me that makes them work. I haven’t ever wanted to think about that too much.

      “I’m not a medium.”

      “Jon says he’ll come with you.”

      “Doesn’t that defeat the whole thing about having him at the safe house?”

      “The cemetery where Ike is buried is on a back road where an old church used to be. Father Leo thinks we can get him in and out without taking too big of a risk,” she replied.

      I didn’t like it, but since we didn’t have any other leads, there wasn’t much of a choice. “Okay. When and where?”

      We agreed to a time, and she gave me directions. Doing it soon meant I had time to follow up on whatever I learned from Ike before my meeting with the others at the church. I just hoped he was in the mood to wake up from his dirt nap long enough to chat because otherwise we had diddlysquat.

      Chiara and Jon met me by the side of the road in the middle of nowhere. There’d been farms here, long ago, but now not much remained except some overgrown fields, dilapidated barns, and crumbling stone foundations.

      “From the old maps I found online, the church was over there,” Chiara said, pointing, “and that big oak tree stood in the center of the cemetery.”

      The gigantic oak had to be more than a century old, tall and thick, branches spreading wide. Peaceful, like a final resting place should be. I felt a little guilty that we were going to disturb the dead.

      Then again, from all the stories I’d heard about Ike, he might not mind a chance to get back in the game.

      Loop Hill Ike was the local Paul Bunyan of hunters. According to the stories that got swapped over drinks in the rundown roadhouses where my kind of hunter tended to congregate, Ike stood almost seven feet tall, and he could bend a steel rail with his bare hands. He could snatch a demon out of thin air and tie it in a knot, then punt it back to Hell.

      One time they say he mowed down a whole nest of vampires with a Tommy gun rigged with silver bullets, and in another story, he stopped an uprising of vengeful spirits by flying a crop duster with a load of salt over them and dropping Molotov cocktails for a salt and burn that was seen for miles.

      He was the kind of hero guys like me needed because he always won and we didn’t. Even at the end, Ike didn’t die because he lost a fight with a monster. He died of old age, in his own bed, when he’d finally decided he’d had enough, and he wanted to cross over to his final reward with the wife and daughter he’d lost to werewolves all those years before.

      Like I said, no one gets into this business for fun. It’s a suicide and absolution tour, fueled by self-loathing and survivor guilt. I should know.

      “You know where his grave is?” I asked. A few weathered headstones poked above the tall grass, but I doubted they’d be readable, even if by some miracle, Ike’s marker remained after all this time.

      Jon shrugged. “If he’ll talk to us, we don’t need the exact spot. We’ll be close enough.”

      Chiara promised to watch for unwanted company while Jon and I hiked the short distance to the old graveyard. Jon’s white cane wasn’t going to do any good in the tangle of underbrush, so he took my elbow, and I guided him in.

      “Tell me what you see,” Jon said.

      I described the lay of the land, the huge tree, and the rows of crooked old headstones. Off to my left, I could make out the stone foundations of an old church. There wasn’t much reason for me to drive out this way, but I had a vague memory of seeing a ramshackle church building with its roof caving in and the steeple broken from a long-ago storm. I guessed that it had been long enough that the old building had collapsed, or vandals had burned it to the ground.

      “This way.” Jon tugged on my elbow.

      I followed him to a broken headstone within the canopy of the old oak’s gnarled limbs. A windstorm must have swept through here not long ago because downed branches littered the ground. The etching on the age-darkened granite had been nearly erased by the elements.

      A sudden cold wind blew past us, bending the tall grass and sending a shiver down my spine.

      “Can you sense them?” I asked, voice just above a whisper.

      Jon nodded. “They’re all around us. Wondering why we’re here.”

      They questioned why we came, and I didn’t understand why they stayed. Were they afraid of where they might go next? Uncertain about leaving the familiar, even if something better might await? Without the church and its parishioners, it seemed unlikely that they wanted to remain to look after their descendants.

      “Is Loop Hill Ike here?”

      Jon paused, slowly turning to regard the spectral onlookers with his Second Sight. “Yes. He’s leaning against the tree, watching us. He looks…amused…in a pissed-off sort of way.”

      Since hunters weren’t known for superior social skills, that description didn’t surprise me at all. I’m sure it was nicer than many things people have said about me.

      Jon’s abilities as a medium had grown since he’d been working remotely with Simon Kincaide and Travis Dominick. I knew they had been teaching him not only how to manifest spirits but also how to banish them, and most importantly, how to keep malicious spirits from trying to possess him. As much as I valued the psychic gifts my friends possessed, I didn’t envy them one bit.

      “Can you ask him how to find the NuWi?”

      Jon turned toward me and smirked. “He can hear you just fine. You didn’t need me to translate—you just needed someone to bring the party, and tell you what he replies.”

      I cleared my throat. Talking with dead people wasn’t an everyday thing for me. “Ike. I’m a hunter, and we’re trying to stop a Huntsman from capturing a NuWi. I…er…heard you had some experience with that, and I really need your help.”

      “He wants to know what you’re gonna do with the NuWi,” Jon passed along.

      “Keep it from being bound to a Huntsman and used to start a Mob war.” I hadn’t gotten any further with my planning.

      “He says you’re gonna need a witch to deal with the Huntsman—and a medium to handle the NuWi.”

      “Come again?”

      Jon was silent for a moment, listening. “He says Huntsmen use magic to trap their targets. So you need someone to counterspell.”

      “I’ve got a witch lined up. Why do I need a medium?”

      Again, Jon listened, then nodded. “Because the NuWi exist in two realms simultaneously—living and dead. They are spirit animals and animal spirits. A medium can tether them temporarily by connecting to their ghost half and binding them to this world.”

      “How does he know this?” I didn’t like the idea of a medium having to channel the NuWi’s spirit. To me, that was just consensual possession, and it creeped me out.

      “The Swamp Witch told him.”

      Of course. Now I feel so much better.

      “She was a ghostly oracle who advised him,” Jon went on. “He says she never steered him wrong.”

      “I can’t do anything until I find the blasted creature. Does he have any good ideas about that?”

      Jon frowned. “I think he’s drawing something in the dirt.”

      I squinted, expecting a moving stick or something, but I didn’t see anything.

      “He says that if your medium goes to the woods by the Water of the Living Word camp and scratches this symbol in the dirt, he can call the NuWi.”

      “What if the Huntsman knows the same sigil?” If the hitman was “entrepreneurial” enough to have a side gig during a paid job to nab vamps and weres, then he probably wasn’t going in empty-handed.

      “Unless he’s a medium or a necromancer, he can’t bind the NuWi. Not even if he’s got magic of his own,” Jon repeated Ike’s answer. “Might make it show up, but he can’t make it stay.”

      The sun had started to set, and the sky glowed a deep indigo. Chiara had turned her car’s headlights on, which was the only light aside from the pinkish glow of a distant town on the horizon. Standing in a haunted cemetery in the dark wasn’t my idea of a good time. I’d been worried about putting Jon and Chiara at risk, and now that we had our answers, I was ready to haul ass and get them back to the safe house.

      “They’re coming,” Jon said, just before everything went to hell.

      Six men came strolling over the hill, like something out of one of those Western movies. Vamps. Had to be. Not just from Jon getting early ghost warning, but from their fuck-all arrogance.

      “Mark! We’ve got company,” Chiara yelled, as the sound of a shotgun being racked let me know she was ready.

      “Stay behind me, and if you can get the ghosts to help, that’d be swell,” I told Jon.

      Since we knew there were vampires and werewolves involved, I’d come prepared with silver bullets and a sharp machete. Silver wouldn’t put down a bloodsucker like it would a were, but blow out a knee, and no one is going to be moving fast. I could buy time, and that might let me get close enough to lop off a few heads.

      Chiara came running, which didn’t affect the aim of her shotgun. Salt and iron wouldn’t kill a vampire, but no one feels good getting a round in the face.

      If Jon had been a trained fighter, the odds wouldn’t have been too bad, although two-to-one with fangers is never a good bet. But without him, we were screwed.

      That’s when I realized Jon wasn’t behind me anymore.

      “Jon?”

      I saw a bright flash, like a camera. Damn. We’re about to die, and he went back to get a picture of that damn sigil, probably got a ghost to guide him back to it. A second later, I heard my phone ping and figured he had sent the photo to me.

      Two of the creatures closed on Chiara, and two more on me, smiling like they were looking forward to an easy fight. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw two more split off to go after Jon. I wanted to protect him, but there was no way I could keep four vamps from getting what they wanted.

      We were all gonna die.

      The temperature dropped suddenly, and steam rose from the ground. No, not steam or fog—the spirits of Loop Hill Ike’s cemetery were waking up.

      The vampires hesitated, then put on a burst of speed, probably hoping to kill us before the ghosts could manifest. Except it didn’t work quite the way they expected, because the spirits rose and took shape—ghostly translucent figures who formed a line between us and the vampires—and then charged without fear.

      Apparently, when ghosts run through a vamp it slows them down. The fangers stumbled and staggered, jostled and thrown off balance by the ghosts that rushed to the rescue.

      Chiara and I took the opportunity to pull our machetes and start whacking. If we were on our own, the vampires had the advantage. But between the shots we’d fired to cripple them and the ghosts running interference, we had a fighting chance.

      The first head severed easy, sharp blade slicing through sinew and muscle. I didn’t get the angle quite right on the next one—almost got the blade stuck in a vertebra—and that nearly punched my ticket as he twisted away and grabbed for me.

      Chiara wheeled and sank her machete through the vampire’s back, going right through his heart. That slowed him down enough for me to take off his head, sending a cold rain of black blood through the air.

      I heard a scuffle behind me and remembered. Jon.

      I stopped dead in my tracks at what I saw when I turned around. Jon had grabbed two of the sturdy broken branches, wielding them like stakes. Only I was pretty sure that Jon had never learned how to fight like that.

      He’d lost his sunglasses in the melee, the ones he wore to cover his blind eyes. He danced like Uma Thurmond, he had the moves like Jagger, and he went full Wachowski on their asses.

      The next thing we knew, both vampires were staked through the chest, and Jon swayed on his feet, covered in blood to his elbows.

      That’s when I realized that he was bleeding from his nose.

      Chiara and I rushed toward him. The vamps were down, spewing black-red blood. I swung my machete and lopped off the heads to make sure they didn’t get back up. She stopped to grab Jon’s sunglasses while I caught him by the shoulders just before he fell.

      “Let go of him,” I yelled to Ike. “You’re hurting him!”

      The cold wind swept around us, and I felt Jon stiffen and then go limp in my grip. In the next breath, Loop Hill Ike leaned against the tree, watching us. The other ghosts faded and vanished.

      “Thank you,” I told Ike. “You saved our asses. He’s just never channeled anyone before.”

      Ike inclined his head, then disappeared.

      “Did you see that?” Jon managed, bleeding from a corner of his mouth as he smiled. “For a moment there, I was Batman.”

      Chiara and I half carried, half dragged Jon down to her car, then I went back to gather any weapons we dropped while she got Jon buckled in.

      “Get him back to the safe house and call Simon Kincaide,” I told her. “He’ll know what to do for an overtaxed medium. Make sure he knows Jon hadn’t channeled before.”

      She nodded and pulled onto the road, vanishing in a cloud of dust.

      I grabbed the gas can from the back of my truck and took care of burning the dead vampires while making sure I didn’t set the woods on fire. Then I headed out in the opposite direction from the way Chiara went.

      When I got home, I paused to look at the photo Jon had almost died to capture, a strange grouping of lines and swirls I didn’t recognize. Despite the answers we received, I felt even more worried than before we came.
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      Two hours later, a priest, a hunter, a vampire, and a stregone walked into a church. It wasn’t a joke. Welcome to my life.

      Father Leo had repurposed the table that usually holds pamphlets, pulling it out into the narthex and placing five chairs around it. I knew the odd placement was intentional. He was invoking the right of Sanctuary for Lorenzo, and a place of truce for the stregone. But because his vows held both the unrepentant mobster-witch and the vampire as impure, he couldn’t fully welcome them into the inner sanctums of the building. Although I had often gone everywhere in the church with Leo, deep inside I felt certain I belonged more with Lorenzo and Ricardo. I had blood on my hands, I intended to kill again, and despite dark dreams and bottomless remorse, I was decidedly unrepentant.

      Hunters who stayed in the game too long often became the kind of monsters they hunted, either because they’d been turned on a hunt gone wrong, or because they became so twisted by their need for vengeance that they lost what kept them human. I told myself that I hunted to protect people, to keep other families from suffering the loss that tore mine apart. Then again, I’d been known to lie.

      “Who’s the new guy?” I asked, although I had a hunch. A man I hadn’t seen before stepped out from the shadows. He had a bad-boy biker look—Hell’s Angels, not Hollywood. The lack of prison tats confirmed my guess. “Werewolf?”

      “This is Corvin Farkas,” Father Leo said, his voice so level I couldn’t catch a clue about his thoughts. “He’s here at my invitation since this matter involves his ‘family’ too.”

      Lorenzo moved in a blur but stopped at the priest’s side. He glared at Farkas, who gave a low growl but held his ground.

      “That’s enough.” Father Leo didn’t have to yell. Although he wasn’t a large man or a loud person, when he wanted to pull out the big guns, he could put a tone of authority in his voice that made it clear he was used to speaking for the Big Cheese.

      “We’re here to stop the Huntsman,” Leo went on. “And to figure out who sent him. The sooner we stop the troublemakers, the sooner you can all go home. Now, have a seat,” he added, motioning toward the table. “And behave yourselves.”

      “What do you want from me?” Ricardo Arcuri, the witch, asked, not mincing words. His driver/bodyguard had stayed outside, and I wondered whether that was a token of goodwill or a show of arrogance.

      “We want to know how to counter the magic that the Huntsman is using to bind the creatures,” I said. “And we want to know how to protect the vampires and the werewolves from any magic he might plan to use against them.”

      Father Leo and I had already agreed that we weren’t going to admit to knowing other witches or mention the Scooby gang. If they weren’t already on the Mob’s radar, we sure didn’t want to put them in the crosshairs.

      “Obliterating the sigils will work,” Ricardo replied. “Crude, but effective. The sigils themselves are basic—they don’t require much, if any, magic to place them. They only have to be stronger than the creature they bind. A null magic charm might also do the trick—if you can find one.”

      “So the sigils probably couldn’t trap a real witch or something that possessed true magic?” Father Leo asked.

      Ricardo shrugged, and I got the distinct impression that while he had been volunteered to help us, he had no intention of giving up his secrets easily. “It would depend on the strength and cunning of the witch,” he answered. “I was not under the impression that this Huntsman was kidnapping witches.”

      “I guess that all depends on the greed and the sneakiness of the Huntsman,” I returned.

      Although Ricardo had been lent to us by his boss and he hadn’t said or done anything I could fault, I just didn’t like the guy. He was playing nice, as he’d been ordered to do, but I felt like he was constantly sizing us up, looking for weakness, calculating his advantage. He might be doing us a favor, but the look in his eyes told me that he was a predator, through-and-through.

      “When I fought the Huntsman, he had some nasty tricks up his sleeve. He tossed me around without touching me and damn near choked me out. How could he do that without being a witch himself?” I asked.

      Ricardo’s gaze swept over me, and I wondered what he saw with his magic. I did my best to keep my expression unreadable.

      “Some call it ‘rote magic,’” Ricardo said finally. “Small workings which can be facilitated with a memorized spell, done by someone of little or latent power. Since the ability is limited, the intent and will of the caster are essential. Such spells are uncomplicated, blunt. Still, as you experienced, they can be quite effective.”

      “So someone’s taught the Huntsman some rote magic,” Father Leo said. “Which means he has at least a little power to make the spells work?”

      Ricardo nodded. “That’s the simplest answer. There are certain amulets that can store borrowed or stolen power, but they are not common. Or, you might have happened upon the rare Huntsman who actually is a witch.”

      He answered with a certain smug arrogance that made me want to smack that self-satisfied smile off his face. I refrained because being turned into a toad wouldn’t help the mission.

      And some people say I have no self-restraint.

      “Is there a way to protect ourselves against his magic?” I asked. “I’d rather not get tossed around again if there’s a choice.”

      “Surely you have some relics of protection? Some incantations you rely on,” Ricardo said.

      “I didn’t the day I ran into the Huntsman.” I couldn’t help feeling he was fishing for information as much as he was offering any of his own. “I’m not really a magic sort of guy.”

      “Paper and pen?” Ricardo asked. Father Leo slid a tablet and pencil to him. Ricardo carefully drew a pattern I hadn’t seen before and then held it up.

      “This is a ‘deflect magic’ sigil. If you draw it on your skin, it will make hostile magic more likely to miss you. It won’t make you invincible, but it helps you avoid direct strikes,” he said, sliding the paper back to Father Leo. “The sigil requires no magic of your own.”

      Before I used anything Ricardo gave me, I intended to run it past Simon Kincaide and see what his witch friends made of it. If it had been up to me, I would have just had a conference call with Simon and left Ricardo out of things altogether, but it had been Lorenzo who asked for the stregone’s involvement, and I understood wanting to keep things in the “family.”

      “What about us?” Lorenzo asked. “Is there any magic I can offer to my nest to help us find the Huntsman—and whoever sent him?”

      “I want that too,” Farkas put in. “I need to stop the attacks on my pack.”

      Ricardo eyed the vampire with a cold look, and I didn’t get the impression he was a big fan of the undead. He didn’t give the werewolf a pleased look, either. “You have great speed and strength. That is usually enough of an advantage. The Huntsman is, after all, only human.”

      “And yet he has taken several of my nest. This is why I sought protection.”

      “This guy isn’t ‘just’ human,” Farkas argued. “A regular human doesn’t beat a full-blood werewolf.”

      I kept my mouth shut. I doubted Farkas wanted to know that he and his Muttley gang weren’t quite as special as they wanted to believe they were. I’d fought shifters and werewolves and survived. Sure, I’d cheated, but the important thing was—I won.

      “The Huntsman is a threat to all of us in the supernatural community,” Ricardo replied. “Any protections I give to you against him could be turned on anyone who had a need to seek justice against vampires who don’t follow the treaties.”

      Lorenzo’s request put Ricardo in a tough spot. I could see the issue from both sides. Lorenzo had an immediate problem. Ricardo was right to also take the long view and look at how today’s protection could be tomorrow’s way of shielding dangerous creatures from well-deserved vengeance.

      “That sigil you gave him,” Lorenzo said, with a jerk of his head toward me, “will it work for us?”

      “I haven’t tried it on the undead,” Ricardo replied. “But I would expect it would be much the same.”

      Lorenzo’s eyes narrowed. “I had expected better when I begged your boss to help us.”

      “And I owe it to Mr. Giordano to think beyond the current problem and to make sure whatever help I provide cannot be turned against us at another time.”

      I felt like I was watching two predators square off. In the short run, my money was on the vampire, but I knew Giordano wouldn’t take kindly to his pet witch being snacked on, and he’d have to make a very bloody example out of the vampires.

      “I can give you a protection symbol,” Ricardo said, sounding reluctant as if doing so went against his better judgment. Once again, we passed him a pencil and tablet, and he carefully drew a different sigil. I hadn’t recognized the last rune he drew, but this one looked oddly familiar.

      “I want one, too,” Farkas snapped.

      “Relax,” I said, scooping the paper out of Ricardo’s hands before he could realize what was going on. “I’ll go make a photocopy.”

      I had disappeared down the hallway toward the parish office by the time any of them came up with a reason to object. I knew the old photocopier would take a bit to warm up, which bought me time before anyone would come looking. The machine hummed, coming back on line. I ignored it and turned on the desk light, then called up a photo on my phone and placed Ricardo’s drawing next to it.

      Fuck. I knew I’d seen that mark before. What Ricardo called a “protection” rune was a perfect match for the summoning sigil Loop Hill Ike gave us to call the NuWi.

      Why? What’s Ricardo’s game? Giving the vampires and the werewolves that rune was like painting a “Eat at Joe’s” sign on their secret hideouts. It would draw the NuWi right to them.

      Unless that’s the whole idea.

      We had been wondering who hired the Huntsman, and who would benefit from either destroying the vamps and weres or setting them against each other.

      One easy answer was a high-powered Mob witch who didn’t want any competition when it came to being the boss’s top supernatural badass.

      I remembered Giordano’s reaction, and as much as I thought the guy was scum, I didn’t think he knew about the Huntsman. But Ricardo would not only get paranormal rivals out of the way with his Huntsman, but if he could touch off a war between factions that dragged his boss and the Meadville family into it, there might be a regime change. He might go from being the boss’s right-hand witch to being the boss.

      If I had a choice between dealing with Giordano or Ricardo, my money was on the slick-suited Gotti wannabe. Ricardo made my skin crawl.

      The copier was ready, and I couldn’t stall much longer. I grabbed a pencil from the desk and altered the drawing—just a couple of small changes, but every little thing matters with magic. I hoped it wouldn’t work at all, but with my luck, it would end up summoning a T-Rex instead of the NuWi.

      That might not be too bad—I had the feeling the vampires and werewolves could hold their own against a Jurassic Park escapee better than they could against the firebird, and it might keep them busy and out of the way while we took on the real bad guys, the Huntsman—and Ricardo.
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      Why here?” I muttered as we got out of our trucks. “What’s the point of being a big badass monster if you’ve got to make your grand appearance in a shithole?”

      Following Loop Hill Ike’s instructions hadn’t turned out to be easy. For one thing, the Word of Living Water church camp had been gone almost as long as he had—and it took some serious digging to find where it had been.

      Chiara had come up with a few faded newspaper articles in the microfiche room of the Conneaut Lake library. The camp had been built by a shady evangelist back in the 1930s who held week-long campaigns, drawing crowds from all around to hear his fire and brimstone oratory.

      At its height, the camp had a bunkhouse and cabins, a swimming pool and basketball court, and an amphitheater built into the natural hillside. The Reverend Fulton Minthauser had apparently been quite the showman, raking in the tithes of the faithful while praying over the sick, hectoring the skeptical, and denouncing everything from card playing to radio dramas as being the word of the devil.

      “Minthauser may or may not have noticed that this land had been considered to be sacred for a long time,” Father Leo replied.

      “There were stories about the last year the camp was open, that Minthauser performed some kind of ritual and a creature—some say an angel, others a demon—appeared and snatched some of the faithful ‘up to Heaven,’” I remarked. “Big surprise—that was fifty years ago.” I wasn’t betting on Heaven or Hell—my money was on the NuWi.

      “Anyone with a hint of ability could sense that this place has power,” Travis Dominick said. “Nothing could hide the strength of the daemon in this area.”

      “Demon?” I asked because that was not something I’d been expecting to encounter. Certainly not a possibility we’d discussed at last night’s strategy-and-beer meeting.

      “Daemon,” Travis corrected. “The spirit of a place. Sometimes called a genius loci. They’re old, and they’re why some places have been where people bring offerings, and other spots are considered to be bad luck.”

      Travis is an ex-priest and one of the strongest psychic mediums I’ve ever met. And while Simon Kincaide lives all the way down in Myrtle Beach, Travis is a lot closer, based in Pittsburgh. Plus, he always brings his hunting partner Brent Lawson, who’s a former special ops soldier. We can use all the help we can get.

      After Jon over-did it yesterday saving our asses, I called Travis and asked him to help out with the NuWi. We have a local medium, Dixie James, but she isn’t a trained badass fighter like Travis, and I was pretty sure we were going to need both of his skill sets. Of course, he agreed, and he and Brent drove up from Pittsburgh. While I felt bad about Jon straining his mojo, he seemed to be okay, just completely drained, and that saved me an argument about bringing him with us to face down the Huntsman and bind the NuWi.

      Otto and Lorenzo met us at the camp. Lorenzo’s fancy sedan looked out of place parked at the side of a dirt road in the backside of nowhere. Travis and Brent drove up in Travis’s huge old Crown Vic. Father Leo, Farkas, and I drove Elvira.

      “At least the traitors to the nest have been dealt with,” Lorenzo said, referencing the group that Chiara, Jon, and I killed at the cemetery. “A benefit I did not anticipate.”

      Not that it mattered once we killed or captured the hired killer. I repressed a shudder since I didn’t like the vibes the campground gave me. I didn’t know how anyone would have wanted to spend the night here, let alone think the area could be blessed by God. “That should break their contract with the Huntsman, right?” I replied.

      Lorenzo shrugged. “It should.”

      We’d been up late hashing out the details last night, and going over the magical information Ricardo had provided. I wasn’t the only one who wanted to exclude the stregone from the battle plans, so we had the “real” meeting after Ricardo left. I didn’t want him knowing about our allies, having any real idea about my resources, or putting Phoebe and the others on his radar. Travis had quickly absorbed everything we knew about the NuWi and brought up some theories about how to keep the NuWi from causing problems after it was summoned.

      Chiara had gotten us satellite photos showing what remained of the old camp. I imagine it seemed like a real nice place, back during the Great Depression when people didn’t have any extra money for vacations. They could reconcile spending extra since it was technically “church,” doing the Lord’s work.

      We had memorized the lay of the land and identified the buildings that hadn’t collapsed. Even with the overgrowth, it was easy to spot where the basketball court had been, and the debris-filled ruin of a swimming pool.

      The payoff was in what the satellite photos revealed on top of a hill at the back of the campground. Despite the overgrowth, a pattern was still discernible, sunk into the ground with stone.

      A perfect match for the symbol Loop Hill Ike drew at the cemetery. And the one Ricardo lied to us about last night.

      The sigil to summon a NuWi.

      Lorenzo and Otto had come to an understanding. Vampires don’t tend to like others of their kind who aren’t part of their nest. I doubted the two of them would ever become besties, but they were willing to get along for the good of the mission, and that was really all I could ask. They melted into the forest, scouting to assure we didn’t have any nasty surprises lurking. Farkas kept to himself. I wondered if he expected to be avoided and decided to avoid us first. I didn’t care as long as he didn’t wolf out on us and forget whose team he was on.

      “There are old sigils here.” We turned to look at Travis, who had been making a careful reconnaissance of his own, looking for the kind of magic the Huntsman had used against the Giwoggle, trap signs and barrier sigils. Brent Lawson, Travis’s hunting partner, had his back, hyper-alert and weapon ready. Brent hadn’t said much after the meeting, where he’d contributed from his experience on the strategy, but I could tell from his eyes that his mind was in full battle mode.

      “I don’t see anything,” I said, squinting for a better view in the dim light that filtered through the trees around us.

      “I can sense traces of energy, although I don’t see the marks. It’s just a faint imprint—very old,” Travis said quietly.

      He and Lorenzo had been wary of each other since the start. I couldn’t blame them. Travis used to be an operative of one of those super-secret Vatican ninja priest groups, and although he left the organization years ago, he still had serious badass fighter training. I wondered whether vampires were nervous around mediums on general principle since there wasn’t a real hard and fast line between “dead” and “undead.” I’d have to ask Travis about that sometime. By comparison, Farkas hadn’t given Travis a second glance.

      “Can you break the spells?” Father Leo asked.

      “There’s nothing to break,” Travis replied. “The magic is just an echo, from a ritual done a long time ago.” He paused. “I don’t think they were meant to bring the NuWi. More like creating a fence to keep people out.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I’d expect the sigils to hem in the summoning area,” Travis replied.

      I made a slow turnaround. The cabins’ gaping windows, long broken, had exposed their interiors to the elements and been reclaimed by wildlife. Fire had destroyed most of the bunkhouse, and what remained standing looked like the next big storm would bring it down. Cracks scarred the surface of the basketball court, and saplings defiantly pushed up through the crumbling asphalt. Poles remained for the baskets, but the rings themselves had long ago vanished.

      Travis led the way up the hill, to where a path of flat stones remained visible despite the weeds and tall grass.

      “It looks like paving stones,” I murmured. “Or a mosaic.”

      Travis looked up, understanding bright in his eyes. “That’s exactly what it is—a labyrinth.”

      “Like with the Minotaur?” I’d always liked that story as a kid.

      “Without the walls,” Travis replied, barely hiding a smile. “It’s a very old style of meditation. Someone builds a maze-like path that participants can walk along, focusing their thoughts inward as they follow the pattern toward the center. Then they focus outwardly as they make the return trip. It’s a device to help with concentration and make it easier to stop obsessing about whatever’s worrying you.”

      “Seems kinda fancy for good ol’ Minthauser,” I said.

      “It’s not just a pretty pattern,” Travis replied. “This is the seat of the daemon’s power. I don’t think this is just a maze. I think it must be a sigil of some sort. It pulses with energy.”

      “You were right, Mark,” Father Leo said. “It’s the same marking. It would have called the NuWi to the vamps and weres instead of protecting them.”

      Just then, my phone rang. “Phoebe?”

      “The werewolves found the safe house,” Phoebe said, sounding like she was hyperventilating. “What do we do?”

      Shit. “How many?”

      “Half a dozen, maybe more. Too many.”

      “Alright, first off, everyone stay inside,” I said. Father Leo gave me a look, and I nodded, letting him know I had this.

      “How do you know they’re werewolves?” I asked.

      “They’re in wolf form, and Donny says they’re not normal wolves,” she replied, and I could tell that she was scared but determined.

      “Okay. Do they have anyone who isn’t wearing fur?”

      “Not that we’ve seen.”

      “Good. Listen closely. Go into the garage. Do you see the access panel next to the steps?” I waited for her answer. “That’s for the sprinkler system. At the top of the panel is a dial. Turn it to the left. That pulls the water out of a different source—a tank with blessed saltwater laced with colloidal silver and wolfsbane. Hit the red button, and keep everyone away from the windows.”

      I knew the safe houses also had an outdoor PA system and a recorded version of the rite of exorcism, but that wouldn’t help with werewolves.

      “Oh my God, Mark! It’s working. They’re scattering!”

      Damn right, since I figured the werewolves burned everywhere the silver-water hit them.

      “Keep your wits about you, in case they come back,” I warned. “The sprinklers will turn on and off, but they’ll keep everything wet enough to keep them at a distance.”

      “Thanks,” Phoebe said. “And Mark, stay away from the fire ring.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But it’s important enough Carl and I both got the same image. So…be careful.”

      I wanted to say that I would be, but I hated to lie more than necessary. “Keep everything locked down, and hopefully it will all be over soon,” I told her.

      When I found Farkas, I pushed him up against the trunk of a tree, holding him with my forearm braced against his chest. I knew that even without shifting his werewolf strength could have easily pushed me back, but I wanted to send a message.

      “How did the werewolves find the safe house?” I growled.

      “What the hell? What safe house?” Farkas looked pissed and confused.

      “Mark.” Father Leo’s voice cut through my fear. “Farkas couldn’t have known—or sent anyone. Whoever did it would have tailed Chiara and Jon from the cemetery.”

      “There wasn’t anyone around at the cemetery except the vamps that attacked us,” I countered.

      “Makes you wonder how they found you, doesn’t it?”

      Fuck. There was only one person who had the ability or interest to scry for my location, to follow my friends, to sic the rogue vamps on me and the troublesome weres on the safe house. The same person who must be the mastermind behind the Huntsman, undermining the current order for a chance to move up.

      “You’re just in time.”

      I wheeled to see two figures who hadn’t been there a minute ago. Ricardo and a broad-shouldered man in a camo jacket and fatigue pants stood near the center of the sigil as if they meant to plant a flag. I was willing to bet money that Ricardo had used a real distraction spell to hide his entry.

      I opened my mouth to make a smart remark, when I found myself lifted off my feet and hurled down the hill, rolling and bouncing painfully. When I finally came to a stop near the bottom and gathered my wits enough to rise to my feet, the top of the hill blazed with light, a fiery curtain of energy between us and the men who intended to raise the NuWi and harness its power.

      “Stay away from the fire circle.” That’s what Phoebe and Carl saw in their visions.

      “You alright?” Father Leo asked quietly. I nodded, trying to count heads. Everyone was accounted for—except for Travis and Brent. I looked toward the ring of fire at the top of the hill and hoped like hell Travis had a trick or two left up his sleeve.

      That’s when I saw the werewolves.

      Farkas stepped forward, a lethal expression on his face. “Leave. You’re not welcome here.”

      “Rogues?” Father Leo asked.

      “Yeah,” Farkas replied as the wolves slowly advanced from the forest, heads down, teeth bared. “Looks like they split between the two locations.”

      “So the ones at the safe house either were a distraction—” I said.

      “Or someone wanted to make sure we didn’t have anyone riding to the rescue,” Father Leo finished.

      “Travis is somewhere near the top of the hill, and he’s our ace in the hole,” I murmured. “We’ve got to give him time to do what he came to do. Alright everyone—spread out. We need to hold the hill as long as we can.”

      The odds hadn’t been in our favor to begin with, and they weren’t getting any better. Two vampires, a werewolf, a priest, and me, against a stregone and his Huntsman—and now, hostile weres. But we also had Travis and Brent, who were the wild cards, and we were counting on them. We just needed to buy them time.

      I’d come packing enough weapons to be a fucking armory. I had two Glocks, both loaded with silver bullets, plus extra clips in my tactical vest. The sawed-off shotgun in a back holster held some creative ammo and plenty of extra shells. A variety of knives were in sheathes all over my body, from a Ka-Bar and a machete to silver daggers and iron blades. The gear bag at my feet held a few more unusual alternatives if things got really crazy.

      Before I had a chance to move, Farkas dropped his pants, ripped his shirt over his head and shifted to his wolf form, then tore off toward the intruders. Obviously, we weren’t going to try to parlay.

      Eight werewolves advanced on us. I tried to find something memorable about Farkas, so I didn’t shoot him by accident. Then I realized he had white tips on his ears, something none of the others had.

      “Farkas has white ears,” I yelled to the others. “Fire at will on the rest!”

      Father Leo had a shotgun full of silver and salt shot, opening fire on the two closest werewolves. He hit one, sending it to the ground, but the other kept on coming, and he fired again. This time, he didn’t miss, and the were dropped, writhing. Silver to the heart will kill, but a non-lethal hit by a silver bullet anywhere would dramatically affect all but the most powerful werewolf, like a hellish allergic reaction. Neither of those wolves would be getting back in the fight today.

      I had special ammo in my sawed-off, so I aimed my Glock and fired, hitting one of the weres in the shoulder. He let out a howl of pain and went down, twitching.

      That left one more werewolf headed for us. He’d gotten too close for comfort since hand-to-hand we didn’t stand a chance. I sighted the gun and fired, putting the bullet between his eyes. If he’d gambled that we’d only wounded his companions because we were too soft to kill them, he lost his bet.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered as I turned to see what happened to the other four werewolves who’d gone after Otto, Lorenzo, and Farkas.

      There’s a reason the werewolf/vampire battles in the movies don’t look like the real thing. Up close, the vampire is a blur of motion, and the werewolf gets thrown around, then tries to bite and claw and grab something humans can’t see. It might not make for riveting cinema, but it’s scary as fuck up close because of the howls and screams, the sound of bodies hitting the ground, or bones snapping like twigs. The snick of teeth sent a primal wave of fear through me, like ice slithering down my spine.

      I kept my gun up and ready, and so did the padre, but we couldn’t fire when all we saw was a blur where the vamp should be. Otto and Lorenzo must have really needed an outlet for their recent frustrations because they went after those rogue wolves with everything they had. Blood spattered the ground, too much for anything mortal to survive.

      Farkas gave no quarter, harrying the rogue werewolves and herding them back toward the vampires. I just hoped that Otto and Lorenzo remembered that Farkas was on our side, in the middle of the blood frenzy.

      When all the growling and snapping finally ended, the last four werewolves lay savaged on the grass, drained to weakness but alive, damaged by deep bites that would take time even for a shifter to heal.

      The vampires didn’t look quite as bad, but they still resembled extras from a horror movie. Blood smeared across their mouths and faces, and enough stained their clothing to make any EMT panic. Otto’s left arm looked like it had been used as a chew toy, while Lorenzo had lost part of an ear and had a nasty bite on one shoulder where he might have been missing a chunk of flesh.

      Farkas limped up to us in his wolf form. Blood streaked his fur, and he favored one leg. His clothes lay where he’d left them, and when he shifted, we saw that he’d taken a bad bite to his shoulder, and his chest had been gouged by sharp claws. At least he and the vamps couldn’t be turned by the bites, which was an advantage Father Leo and I didn’t share.

      We moved among the defeated werewolves cautiously, needing to secure them so they couldn’t return to the fight. I had rope soaked in colloidal silver in my gear bag, as well as silver-coated metal zip ties. With the help of Otto and Lorenzo, we had the prisoners subdued in record time.

      Still, the battle cost us precious minutes, leaving Travis and Brent to try to stop the Huntsman and Ricardo from summoning the NuWi.

      “We’ve got to get back up that hill,” I said to Father Leo, as I shouldered my gear bag. I turned to Otto, Farkas, and Lorenzo, who looked like the blood-soaked apex predators they were.

      “Hold the base,” I ordered. “Don’t let anything come after us. If we don’t stop the Huntsman from taking control of the NuWi, we’re all going to be bird chow.”

      Father Leo and I made our way around to the other side of the rise, in case the witch and the Huntsman were paying any attention. Thick woods covered this side, providing better cover. We had nearly reached the crest when a shadowy figure stepped out to block us, and we all leveled our guns.

      “Shit, Mark! I nearly shot you.” Brent Lawson lowered his weapon, as we did the same.

      “I’m glad you’ve got good reflexes,” I replied. “Sorry we’re late—someone invited the rogue werewolves, and we had to do a little obedience training.”

      At the top of the hill, the witch-fire circle still blazed around the summoning maze-sigil to keep us out. I took it as a good sign that the NuWi hadn’t shown up yet, but I figured that Ricardo had to be pretty certain he could summon the creature to risk everything. Giordano wouldn’t welcome him back with open arms after this.

      Brent led us to Travis, who knelt inside the tree line, facing the curtain of fire. Travis had cleared a small patch of dirt and scratched a circle and symbols in the ground. Candles burned at the four quarters, and each wax pillar had additional runes carved in the sides.

      On the ground in front of Travis lay a shallow silver bowl. Fragrant smoke rose into the air, heavy with the scent of pine, balsam, cedar, and sage.

      Travis sat cross-legged in front of the bowl, inside a larger circle. “I can’t use salt because the NuWi is a spirit,” Travis said. “This is going to be a bit dodgy. As far as we know, neither Ricardo nor the Huntsman is a medium. I don’t know how they think they’re going to control the NuWi or tap into its power once they raise it. But there’s going to be a time—I’ll keep it as brief as possible—where the NuWi isn’t tethered to anyone.” He cleared his throat. “We just have to keep it from eating someone until I can grab it.”

      Well, that was reassuring.

      On the plus side, Ricardo must have had enough confidence in his magic fire keeping us out that he didn’t seem to be paying us any mind. Or maybe it was taking all his magic and concentration to call the NuWi, and he had counted on the werewolves to keep us busy—or kill us. Still, I’d take being ignored over having to fight off a witch or a Huntsman.

      “Did you get what you needed from the coven?” I asked. We had witches who were allies, but we’d all agreed we didn’t want to risk bringing them with us. So Travis worked out a long-distance arrangement with Linda, our local coven mistress.

      “Yep,” Travis said and reached into his jacket pocket. He withdrew a heavy-looking lump wrapped in a cloth stitched with protective runes. “When I work the binding ritual, I’ll hold the crystal inside this cloth in one hand. Linda and I already created a connection to it. If it all goes well, the coven will be able to lend me energy through the crystal, which I can use to strengthen my spirit bond to the NuWi.”

      If all goes well. Our lives hung in the balance on that statement. Other lives as well, since I felt certain Ricardo wasn’t engineering his power grab for philanthropic reasons. There’s no such thing as a “peaceful” change of command in the Mob. Giordano wouldn’t go without a fight. We’d end up with a Mob war on our hands, and collateral damage—dead civilians—was pretty much guaranteed. The violence could spread to other cities and get real ugly. That’s why we had to stop Ricardo from controlling the NuWi—no matter what it took.

      Travis had taken out his phone and put in one earbud. “Linda says she should be able to get a reading on the situation through me. The whole coven is working together, so it’s not all on her. With the crystal connection, she can tell me what she’s picking up. That’s a lot less effort than counting on visions,” he added with a smirk. I knew that even though Travis had much more training and experience than Phoebe and Carl, visions were a rough way to pass along information.

      Brent stood far enough behind Travis not to get in his way, but close enough to have his back at a moment’s notice. He looked like he was outfitted for a special ops mission, and carried a rifle I recognized as being nearly identical to military issue. I reminded myself that Brent was a serious badass—ex-military, ex-FBI, ex-cop. I, on the other hand, was an ex-deer hunter with a bad attitude recovering from a death wish. I guess it takes all kinds.

      “Showtime,” Travis murmured. He closed his eyes and went still, gripping the crystal in his fist.

      I looked to Father Leo and mouthed a silent now what? He shrugged, but I saw the way he tensed, ready for an attack, and how he held his gun, trained on the fiery barrier.

      I opened the gear bag at my feet, in case I needed some of the more specialized things I’d brought with me. Then I shoved one Glock into my waistband and holstered the other as I pulled out the sawed-off shotgun, as ready as I was going to get.

      A piercing screech split the night air, like the shriek of a mad person in torment. The magical flames thinned and billowed outward as if fanned by a powerful wind that rose from within. Much as I’d like to put a silver bullet into both Ricardo and the Huntsman, I knew that the barrier wouldn’t allow it, even if the cordon grew tenuous enough that I could glimpse their silhouettes inside.

      I heard the sound of flapping wings—really big wings. A monstrous shadow rose, bathed in firelight, like an ancient god. One of the accounts had said it was a giant turkey buzzard, but that description didn’t come close to the reality.

      This was the creature of cave paintings and pre-historic carvings, of legend and fable. Its feathered wings must have stretched ten feet from tip to tip. The head had a massive beak, and its powerful legs ended in deadly talons.

      “Holy Mary, Jesus, and Joseph, and all the apostles,” I muttered under my breath.

      Travis had begun chanting, quietly at first, then growing louder. The coven’s crystal glowed purple in his fist, and the candle flames of his warded circle jumped and danced with an otherworldly energy.

      The NuWi rose into the sky, spreading its terrifyingly magnificent wings, hanging against the stars. The curtain of flames around the maze flickered again, nearly winking out and coming back at less than full brightness.

      Ricardo might have his hands full, trying to keep up his wardings and control the NuWi.

      Travis continued to chant, but now and again, a grunt of pain interrupted his words. His tense expression and the tightness around his eyes told me it was taking all of his concentration to summon the spirit-side of the NuWi and connect to its ghost nature with his ability as a medium.

      I didn’t miss the look of concern on Brent’s face, and any questions I’d had about whether or not Travis had attempted something like this before were wordlessly answered. I knew that Travis and Brent had gone up against demons and worse, but nothing quite like this.

      Brent had his rifle shouldered, and I didn’t doubt he was hoping the curtain of fire failed, long enough for him to get off a couple of shots. I didn’t know how the NuWi would react, whether that would snap his tether completely, freeing a new monster into the world, or take some of the wind out of his sails.

      Trial-and-error monster hunting sucks.

      The winged cryptid flapped and hovered, but didn’t rise higher. It struggled against invisible bonds, fighting the powers that attempted to leash it, bucking the control of the stregone and Huntsman.

      It shrieked again, an ear-piercing, glass-shattering sound, and then wrested free, ascending in a dizzying spiral.

      Then it dove right for Travis.

      I heard the report of Brent’s rifle and Father Leo’s gun. The NuWi kept coming, streaking toward us through the moonlit sky.

      I raised my shotgun and pulled the trigger. Fire blazed from the muzzle as the magnesium “Dragon’s Breath” rounds blasted out of the barrel. I braced myself against the recoil, as the fireballs slammed into the NuWi’s chest and underbelly, and the air filled with the stench of scorched feathers.

      That made the creature pull up sharply, which gave me a chance to reload. And in that moment of chaos, a smile spread across Travis’s face.

      “Got him,” he murmured, slowly rising to his feet within the warded area.

      Travis doesn’t just see ghosts or hear them—he can allow them to inhabit his body, temporarily possess him for a séance. I figured that’s what he was doing now, and it creeped me out. The glazed look in his eyes seemed at odds with the determined set of his jaw and the solid stance that said he would not be moved.

      The NuWi hovered, beating its wings to stay aloft, held in thrall as Travis’s ghost magic called to its spirit and took some of its essence into himself. I could see the struggle to keep control on Travis’s face, the way his eyes tightened and his throat bobbed. He would not be able to bind the creature long against its will. I only hoped that he could hold on long enough to settle this and stop Ricardo’s dangerous ambitions. Brent’s rifle tracked the NuWi’s every movement, and while I wasn’t sure his bullets could kill the spirit-being, I figured it could put enough holes in the wings to slow it down.

      The light changed, and I realized that Ricardo had dropped the curtain of fire. I tore my gaze away from Travis and the creature, trusting Brent to watch over him. Father Leo and I stepped between them and the hill’s crest, and I grabbed my trusty backup from my bag.

      I recognized the Huntsman from our squabble over the Giwoggle. He’d escaped once, and I had no intention of letting him get past me again.

      “How dare you!” Ricardo roared, striding toward us, radiating fury. The Huntsman was a step behind Ricardo, but his eyes were on the giant creature that flapped and fluttered almost above Travis’s head. Brent’s gaze flickered from Ricardo to the NuWi, unsure which presented the greater threat, and whether his rifle would work on either.

      “That firebird is mine!” the stregone shouted, and raised his hand as if to level a blast of magic at Travis.

      I’d had all I was going to take of this nonsense, and let fly with my trusty grenade launcher, dousing Ricardo with salted and silvered holy water, peppered with iron shot. The witch sputtered, concentration broken, minimally weakened by the mix in the water. The Huntsman surged forward, ready to start using his cut-rate Jedi mind tricks, but Father Leo’s silver bullet tore into the man’s shoulder, and his blast of magic force went awry.

      Ricardo darted toward Travis, and I saw a knife in his hand. Desperation makes men reckless, and Ricardo had bet everything on gaining control of the NuWi’s power. He would not go down without a fight.

      “Don’t break the—” I started to shout, as Ricardo’s boot dragged across the warding lines Travis had cut into the ground. I felt the air shift, and I knew something bad was coming.

      The NuWi shimmered in the air, nearly twisting free of Travis’s fragile control, just as Ricardo grabbed Travis by the front of the shirt and jerked him forward, laying a knife against his throat.

      “Let my creature come to me, or I will kill you,” Ricardo rasped.

      Brent aimed his rifle at Ricardo. “Drop that knife, or I’ll put a bullet in your skull.”

      Their tense stand-off held for several breathless seconds, and then Ricardo lowered his knife with a curse and loosened his hold on Travis. Travis remained focused on the NuWi, even when the blade was at his throat.

      That’s when I saw how haggard Ricardo and the Huntsman had become, as if their time inside the maze had drained the life energy from them. Or perhaps that was the coin they spent to marshal the power necessary to summon the NuWi.

      The Huntsman might be bloodied and unsuccessful, but like Ricardo, he dared not fail. He struggled to his knees and grunted words of power, but instead of sending us flying like before, all he could manage was a hard shove.

      The NuWi screamed, massive wings fanning in the air, then it twisted and fixed its black-eyed gaze on Ricardo, knocking the Huntsman from his feet with a sweep of its strong wings. Travis groaned as if it pained him to attempt to hold the connection, and a glance in his direction showed a trickle of blood leaking from the corner of his mouth.

      Brent’s rifle fired over and over at the NuWi, cutting into its wings, slamming into its powerful body. The creature lurched and jerked, still suspended in mid-air, as Travis fell to his knees, lips pressed together in determination, eyes bright with defiance. I knew that Brent would see the NuWi dead before he would give up his friend to it.

      I rose from where the Huntsman’s strike had sent me reeling, staying down long enough to reload. When I rolled back to my knees, I aimed and shot more on instinct than by sight, and sent a fiery blast of Dragon’s Breath ammo right into the Huntsman’s chest.

      His jacket lit like tinder, and he cried out, starting to run and then dropping to roll and snuff out the flames. Magnesium burned hot. When I made it to my feet and saw his charred, peeling skin, I almost felt sorry for him. Almost, but not quite.

      Ricardo and Travis faced each other, eyes locked on the prize, struggling to control the firebird. Ricardo’s brows furrowed with concentration. Then I saw Travis’s features smooth out, and a faint smile touched his lips as if he had found the answer he was seeking.

      The NuWi screamed again, rolled like a fighter jet, and took off Ricardo’s head with one snap of its sharp beak. Blood spattered the clearing as the stregone’s body fell to the ground. Before the Huntsman could react, that same beak impaled his chest, carrying his spasming body aloft, raining droplets of gore down on all of us.

      The NuWi tossed the Huntsman’s body into the air, catching it with his open beak and gulping him down in a terrifying display.

      Travis slumped forward and didn’t move.

      Father Leo ran to help Travis as Brent and I remained alert, just in case any other uninvited guests showed up, or the NuWi returned.

      “He’s breathing,” Leo said. “I suspect he’s drained himself. Make sure he gets rest and fluids, and he should be alright.”

      “What about the NuWi?” I asked, scanning the skies.

      Travis groaned, and Father Leo helped him roll onto his back. “It’s leaving,” he murmured, so quietly that the priest had to lean forward to hear him.

      “What’s leaving? The NuWi?” Leo asked.

      Travis nodded. “We reached…an understanding.” His soft voice and slurred words were difficult to understand. “Took them as tribute…and the wolves. Then…done.”

      I met Father Leo’s gaze. “I guess it would make sense. When the firebird rose the other times, it killed about a dozen people and vanished again.”

      “Ricardo just wanted to pick the victims,” he theorized. “But that’s not how it works.”

      We heard another shriek and turned to see the giant winged creature silhouetted in the sky. No matter what Travis thought he’d worked out with the firebird, I wasn’t taking any chances and brought my shotgun up.

      It circled the crest of the hill once, flew above the maze-sigil, paused, then dove into the heart of the labyrinth, vanishing in a spray of embers.

      “Well, I guess that’s why they call it a ‘firebird,’” I said, slowly lowering my weapon.

      Brent knelt next to Travis, helping him sit up. Travis looked pale and exhausted, but he managed a faint smile. “That was pretty wild.”

      “If it ate the rogue werewolves, that’s less clean-up we have to do,” Father Leo said with a shrug.

      “It’s us—don’t shoot,” Otto called out, then he and Lorenzo and Farkas appeared in a silent blur.

      “Is it gone?” Farkas asked, staring at the sky above the crest of the hill.

      “Yes,” Travis rasped. I pulled a bottle of water out of my bag and tossed it to Brent. He twisted off the cap and passed the open bottle to Travis, who gulped it down as if he’d been stranded in the desert.

      “Appears so,” I replied. I looked to Father Leo. “Someone needs to make a note so that fifty years from now when the NuWi rises again, whoever’s got our jobs knows what worked.”

      “I wonder if this hill has always been a place that drew potential sacrifices to it,” Leo mused. “A church camp, with the faithful focused on being a ‘willing offering,’ might just be the most modern version of an old story.”

      “Maybe your Occulatum buddies can buy the land, just in case,” I said. Leo and I started to gather our weapons and the ritual items Travis had used. Travis still gripped the crystal he had used to communicate with the coven. I thought about calling Linda to report back, but I figured she probably already knew through magical means.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I wanted to get Travis back to my house, where he could stretch out and recover, and Brent could feel safe. Most of all, I was ready to put the cursed hilltop and the NuWi behind us.

      Otto headed back to the cryptid preserve, while Lorenzo and Farkas went to the church, where Father Leo had agreed to meet them. I knew he’d join us at my place eventually. I gave Chiara a call on the way back, and she promised to let Phoebe and the others know it was safe to come out.

      I was too wired and exhausted to do much of a victory dance. We’d won this round and averted a Mob war. It was a good night’s work, not that anyone would ever be the wiser. That was okay—no one goes into hunting for medals. Although I wouldn’t mind it if my ex-wife knew that I’d saved the world once or twice.

      “Fuck.” When I pulled up to my cabin, a black SUV sat in the driveway. I thought about hitting reverse and leaving in a spray of gravel, but I knew that my unwelcome visitors would track me down. I just hoped Father Leo wasn’t too far behind me, since misery loves company. It helped a bit when Brent parked next to me in Travis’s Crown Vic, and I knew they’d be as unhappy to see the newcomers as I was. With a sigh, I climbed down from the truck to face the music.

      “Well if it isn’t Beavis and Butthead,” I said as the two men in black suits got out of the SUV. I took a perverse pleasure out of coming up with nicknames for the agents who had honest-to-God introduced themselves as “Smith” and “Jones” with totally straight faces.

      Travis could barely stay on his feet, but he and Brent stood shoulder-to-shoulder with me, recognizing the threat.

      “Nice work tonight,” Smith said. He was the shorter of the pair, a brawny guy with a military haircut. I knew from Father Leo that Smith might be Occulatum, but he had leanings toward the more radical Vatican’s operatives. Jones was taller, also rocking a high and tight cut, probably a bodybuilder. We knew he was at least CIA, although I strongly suspected he now served a secret government organization. Honestly, I didn’t need to know. It wouldn’t have made me like him any better.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied, mostly to jerk his chain since the three of us were spattered with blood and looked like we’d come from a war zone.

      Jones gave me a death glare. I was pretty sure that if it weren’t for Smith, Jones would have had me “rubbed out” on general principles long ago. “The NuWi. We’ve had the Mafia witch in our sights for a while.”

      “Oh yeah? Fat lot of help you’ve been.” I knew these guys could probably rendition my ass to Gitmo or Azkaban, but I was too tired and pissed to care.

      “We monitor. We don’t intervene,” Smith replied. “That’s what you’re for.”

      That was a steaming pile of bullshit, and they knew it.

      “Why are you here? We’ve had a busy night.” I didn’t feel like being polite.

      “Ricardo wasn’t just grasping at control of the tri-state Mob,” Smith said. “He was being manipulated by the Sinistram to destabilize the Giordano organization.”

      “Our intel indicates that the Erie werewolves were also being influenced by C.H.A.R.O.N.,” Jones added. “We assume for much the same purpose.”

      The Sinistram was one of the shadiest secret Vatican organizations. It served as the “left hand” of the Holy Father, intervening in world events like a giant spider. Travis left the Sinistram when he left the priesthood, although that didn’t stop them from trying to drag him back in. From what I understood, C.H.A.R.O.N., a dark-ops government unit that dealt with supernatural threats, had its sights set on Brent for years, but he’d managed to evade them thus far. According to Father Leo, you could combine COBRA, the Deatheaters, and the Legion of Doom and still not be as evil as C.H.A.R.O.N. and the Sinistram.

      Travis looked like he was staying upright on sheer willpower, and I could almost hear Brent grinding his teeth.

      “And your point is?” I wasn’t blessed with a surplus of patience to begin with, and it didn’t take long for these guys to get on my last nerve.

      “Simon Giordano is not a model citizen,” Smith said. “But he is a competent administrator, and he runs a tight ship, minimizing violence. We still aren’t clear what the end game is for C.H.A.R.O.N. and the Sinistram, but sowing widespread fear and chaos appears to be part of it.”

      “Then stop them,” Brent grated.

      Jones glared at him like he was a cockroach, and Brent returned the look, with even more disdain. “It’s not that simple.”

      “No?” I snapped. “But it’s simple enough to pass off to grunts like us, is that it? Keeping your hands clean, or is it for plausible deniability?”

      Smith looked like he might have an aneurism, while Jones’s expression suggested he was considering grinding me to powder. They’d probably have figured a way to smite me dead by now if it hadn’t been for threats from Father Leo and a cantankerous Polish priest from Pittsburgh.

      Brent noticed Jones staring at him. “I don’t care what you offer—the answer is still no.”

      “I’ve got enough juice left to start debriefing the ghosts that haunt you,” Travis said, and while he looked like hell and his voice sounded like he’d gargled glass, his threat registered big-time, from the look in the two operatives’ eyes. “So say what you came to say, and get the fuck out of here.”

      I rather enjoyed seeing Tweedledee and Tweedledum being the ones to look uncomfortable for a change, and I wondered what dirt the ghosts had on them.

      “As you’ve seen from the last several confrontations, a storm is brewing,” Smith said. “The Sinistram and C.H.A.R.O.N. have used proxies up to now, testing the waters, seeing what they could get away with. But it’s about to come to a head, and you need to be on guard—because you’re likely to be smack in the middle, as always.”

      I had trouble believing they came all the way out here just to warn me to watch my back. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      Jones’s fist clenched, then slowly loosened after Smith shot him a look. “So far, you and your little team of misfits have…exceeded expectations. The powers behind the incidents dismissed you out of hand. They didn’t see the threat. Now, you may have attracted the wrong kind of attention,” Jones growled. “And so consider yourselves warned—before the ‘big game’ starts, they may decide to improve their odds by taking your team off the field.”

      If this was the part where they offered to take us into protective custody for our own safety, they had a big “fuck you” coming.

      “We’ll get by just fine,” Brent assured him.

      “Thanks for the warning—don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” I added.

      Just then, I heard the rumble of Father Leo’s truck coming up behind us. I had never personally seen the wrath of God, but if I ever did, I supposed it would resemble the look on the priest’s face as he strode up to join us.

      “You shouldn’t be here.” Leo didn’t mince words.

      “They were just telling us that there’s a big, bloody war coming, but they don’t know who, where, when, or why,” I replied. “Only that we’ll probably be smack in the middle, as usual.”

      Father Leo ignored Jones, as always, and fixed his glare on Smith. I couldn’t follow what he said in Latin, but his scathing tone conveyed the gist of it, and something in his wording made Travis smirk. Smith took the dressing down without retort, which made me wonder, once again, about who outranked whom.

      When Father Leo switched back to English, I knew it was for the benefit of Brent and me—and Jones.

      “If you want our future cooperation, then we need to know what’s going on. If it’s above our clearance to know the details, then find yourself new assets. We are not expendable, and we’re not going to be your cannon fodder. So before you show up and want us to pull your asses out of the fire again, I expect to see a full report.” Leo clearly wasn’t asking. “And by ‘full,’ I mean not redacted.”

      Jones started to sputter, but Smith elbowed him, and the taller man held his peace. “I’ll make your input known,” Smith replied stiffly, like that stick up his ass really smarted. He and Jones made a hasty exit, and none of us moved until their SUV was out of sight.

      Travis groaned and stumbled. Brent and I each grabbed him by an arm, supporting his weight as we got to the door of my cabin. I fished the key out of my pocket, and Father Leo opened the door.

      For a split second, I braced for Demon to greet us with his dangerous enthusiasm, until I realized he was still at the safe house.

      “Come on in,” I told the others. I looked at Travis. “I figured I’d set you guys up on the couch and in the guest room. You’re the bloody one, so you get to pick.”

      “I’ll take the bed,” Travis replied with a grateful smile. “But for now, I’m fine with sitting in the living room, so I can be social until I pass out.”

      “I’m used to this,” Brent said, rolling his eyes. He dug into a bag he’d brought in from the Crown Vic and handed off a bottle of Gatorade and several Advil to Travis, along with a protein bar. “There’s actually a protocol for reviving your psychic friends,” he added in a droll tone. “Some of us get a lot of practice.”

      Travis shot him the finger, but his tired smile tempered the message.

      I went out to the kitchen and started the oven, then pulled a couple of frozen pizzas out of the freezer, and reached down for my better whiskey, the bottles I keep for sharing with company. The cheap stuff is for the hour of the wolf when memories and regrets haunt worse than any spirit.

      Chiara texted to tell me that Phoebe and the crew had elected to stay the night in the safe house and would come back in the morning, so that made for a quiet evening. I figured we could all use it.

      Travis dozed while Brent and Father Leo came in to keep me company and ostensibly help with dinner. We chatted about everything and nothing—but not the “situation.” There’d be time enough for that tomorrow. Tonight, we were all still alive, no one was seriously injured, and we’d won. That called for a celebration.

      “You doin’ okay, Mark?” Leo asked, with a raised eyebrow.

      I looked around, taking in my house, a couple of pizzas and a few bottles of liquor, but most of all, friends I could count on to go to hell and back with me.

      “Yeah,” I replied, and meant it. “I am.”

      
        
        THE END
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