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      Anyone who says there are “no bad dogs” never fought a werewolf with a grudge.

      “I’ll go in the front—cover the back door,” I told Blair Hamilton, my wingman tonight. Not that she needed instructions. Blair was ex-military, cool as a cucumber under fire, and damn good with a weapon.

      “Try not to be puppy chow.” She smirked before circling to the back of the isolated cabin deep in the Big Woods.

      I checked my Glock to make sure I’d loaded the silver bullets, touched the silver knife in the sheath on my belt just to be sure, and took a deep breath, then headed toward the front door with all the stealth I could muster.

      Mere mortal sneakiness is no match for werewolf hearing.

      Reggie Bloch slammed the cabin door open before I’d gotten close enough to kick it in.

      “Get off my porch and off my land,” Bloch growled. He took a step toward me, menace clear in his eyes.

      I sized him up and didn’t care for the odds. Bloch was my height—a couple of inches over six feet—but where I was fit, he was ripped muscle. We both knew who would win if it came to arm wrestling.

      Which is why I kept my gun leveled at his heart. “Should have thought about that before you went on a rampage. Bunch of shredded cows with their hearts missing says you’ve been feeling peckish—and not sticking to the rules.”

      “Fuck the rules,” Bloch snapped. “I’ve got a right to eat.” Werewolves are known for having hot tempers, but they’re not twitchy. Bloch was positively tweaking.

      “Pay for the cows first, and no one cares what you eat. But you went Cujo on the cattle, and that’s a problem.”

      “You gonna shoot me?”

      “That depends. Are you going to stop mutilating cows? Because that draws attention fast, and then there are ugly rumors about werewolves being real, and next thing you know, every pack in the tri-state is out for your head for blowing their cover.”

      “Fuck you, and fuck them.” Bloch rushed me, starting to shift as he ran.

      I fired a warning shot, but Bloch kept coming. Instead of morphing completely, the process stopped halfway, leaving him looking like a wolf man from a 1950s low-budget scream fest.

      That didn’t slow him down. The bared fangs and claws told me he wasn’t open to debate. I shot him in the torso, and he kept coming. I emptied my clip into his chest, and the only thing that stopped him was a bullet between the eyes.

      Even then, Bloch didn’t go down in a heap. He staggered a few more steps before collapsing as if stubbornness alone could stop the silver’s poison.

      Blair came through the house with her rifle ready. Clearly her trust in my ability to stop a runaway freight train disguised as a werewolf surpassed my own faith, although I seemed to have done okay.

      Just to be sure, I kicked Bloch’s body in the ribs, but he didn’t stir. He also didn’t turn back, which meant we were going to have to handle this through unofficial channels.

      “No way that’s normal—even for our fucked up idea of ‘normal,’” Blair observed, curious but not fazed by the blood.

      I shook my head. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was on something.”

      Blair frowned. “How? Human drugs don’t affect supernatural creatures the same way. Their metabolism burns right through them.”

      “That’s how it’s supposed to work. But if he’d been human, I’d have said he was on meth.”

      “We have to wait for your ‘cleaners.’ I’ll go search the cabin while you make sure he stays dead,” Blair told me.

      Much as I wanted to protest, she had a point. I didn’t think Bloch was going to get back up, but I didn’t want to be that guy from every horror movie.

      I’d gotten rid of plenty of bodies myself—usually by burning since digging graves is hard work. Sometimes a pyre would call too much attention, and a grave isn’t an option. That makes disposal rough because leaving corpses around for the cops and civilians to find gets messy fast. Being “creative” is rough—carrying out a body wrapped in a rug or stuffed in a laundry cart isn’t as easy as those Mafia movies make it look.

      That’s where Doom Sweeps comes in.

      I had them on speed dial. Unlike other crime scene cleaners, Gabriel and Cole understood the realities of my kind of hunting. Gabriel Kensington was a necromancer, and his partner was a medium and exorcist named Cole Bradley. They not only got rid of stains from blood and rotting corpses, but they could also cleanse any problems left behind by bad magic or restless spirits.

      Needless to say, they were also discreet. That meant there wouldn’t be awkward questions, even with a corpse like Bloch’s.

      “I found his stash, but it’s not meth,” Blair reported after she’d had long enough to search the cabin thoroughly. “If it can do that to a werewolf, we need to find out what it is and where he got it.”

      “Dr. Glenn can probably get it analyzed,” I replied, surprised the body hadn’t either gone full wolf or reverted to human. Whatever Bloch had been on messed him up plenty. I’d never seen something like this before, and I had a bad feeling that this was a beginning instead of an end.

      “Better let the doc know you’ve got a stiff for him,” Blair replied.

      “I already left him a message. Gabe and Cole can take the body to him in their van. Beats covering it with a tarp in the back of my truck.”

      Because damned if those tarps didn’t blow off at exactly the wrong time, usually when there was a nosy cop around.

      “Did you find anything else in there?” I asked Blair. She’d have looked for anything that would link Bloch to the supernatural. We didn’t need complications. I had friends on the police force in Meadville and Linesville who knew about the paranormal and looked the other way when necessary, but that was far from the whole department. I could do without spending time in jail—again.

      “I stole his phone,” Blair replied nonchalantly like it was something unremarkable—and for us, it was. “Maybe we can find his dealer and trace the suppliers. Whatever he was taking fucked with his shifting. That’s well beyond even the hard stuff.”

      Welcome to my weird world. My name is Mark Wojcik, and I’m a mechanic and monster hunter in Atlantic, Pennsylvania. No one gets into this line of work for fun. I lost my father, uncle, brother, and cousin to a wendigo on what was supposed to be a deer hunting weekend. My wife left me because I didn’t grieve fast enough to suit her. Hunting supernatural creatures will never bring my family back, but it might mean that someone else doesn’t lose theirs.

      Blair hunts part-time when she’s not running the hardware store she inherited. She and her wife, Chiara, also have a book store and coffee shop—and Chiara does web design stuff on the side. Of course Blair and Chiara take care of the hunters in the area with a special weapons and supply room at the shop and targeted hacking to aid research.

      “I wish I could take a picture. Chiara is never going to believe this,” Blair said, looking down at the bloody body.

      Chiara’s family has been Mobbed up for generations, so body disposal doesn’t bother her. She’s very practical like that.

      I kept expecting Bloch to struggle to his feet despite the gaping hole in his chest and the chunk of skull missing with the exit wound in his head.

      Sooner than I expected, a white panel van with the very bland “DS Services” logo pulled up. I watched the two men get out, and even though they kept a professional demeanor, I could tell they had been joking before they arrived. Dark humor is how we survive.

      “Hiya, Mark. So, you’ve got a werewolf for us?” Gabe’s in his late thirties, a couple of years older than I am. We’re the same height, a few inches over six feet, but Gabe has a thinner build.

      “What the hell is that?” Cole has no filters. He’s a few years younger, and he plays the bull in the china shop so Gabe can be the diplomatic one. It works for them. The company is pretty new, but they’ve been together for a long time.

      “That is a werewolf on some weird street drug,” I replied. Bloch still hadn’t shifted back, which just wasn’t normal. Our job was a little easier when the were, or shifter, stayed in animal form, although usually they reverted to human after death.

      Gabriel walked up to the body and regarded it silently for a moment. “I’m thinking Dr. Glenn should do an autopsy before we burn the corpse. Something here isn’t right.”

      “The spirit is gone,” Cole confirmed. “We’re not going to have to do a banishment or an exorcism. But there’s nothing ‘natural’ about this death.”

      “Can you read anything from his ghost?” I asked.

      Cole shook his head. “No—except a sense of desperation and then surprise at being overpowered—and maybe some bitter relief.”

      “Bitter relief?” The term seemed like a contradiction.

      Cole took a moment before he replied. “I think that whatever this guy was on had its hooks into him, and he knew it. I think he was glad to be rid of the monkey on his back even if it meant dying.”

      His words sent a chill down my back. “You know there have to be more like him. This wasn’t a one-off.”

      “There’s nothing in the cabin to suggest that he brewed his own drugs,” Blair chimed in. “So someone’s Breaking Bad out there, and we need to find out who and shut it down. I’ve got no desire to face coked-up vamps.”

      Just the thought sent a shiver down my spine. “You guys got this?”

      Gabe nodded. “Yeah. We’re good. I’ll send the bill to Father Leo, as usual.”

      “Thanks. Drop by when you’re off the clock, and we’ll grab some beers,” I told them.

      “Good shooting back there,” Blair said when we were in the truck and headed home. “He didn’t leave you any choice. You know that, right?”

      I sighed. Bloch was human at least part of the time, and killing someone never got easier. I hoped it never would. Just being a shifter or a were wasn’t cause for death. Plenty of those folks behaved themselves, followed the rules, and got along just fine.

      “I know. And sooner or later, he would be going after people instead of cows.”

      “He did go after a person—you. He would have killed you. Bloch crossed the last line when he charged you.”

      As a combat veteran, Blair understood. Anyone who’d been hunting long enough ended up shooting something that looked human—and might have been at one time. That doesn’t make it easier. It shouldn’t.

      “Yeah, I get it.” Understanding with my head wasn’t the same as accepting with my heart, but I’d get there with time and a bottle of Jack.

      A quiet moment stretched too long. “So, what are you streaming these days?” Blair asked.

      I knew she was trying to make sure I didn’t get lost in my head, and I appreciated the effort. “Just keeping up with all the Marvel and Star Wars spin-offs takes more free time than I’ve usually got,” I replied, knowing she and Chiara liked the same kind of shows.

      “I know, right? We try to stay current but then they bring out a new one,” Blair agreed. “Believe it or not, Chiara loves that English baking show. Her parents own a bakery, so you think she’d be sick of it, but she’s on like her fifth rewatch. Except she constantly mutters about their technique or ingredients or flavors. I tell her that comes from knowing too much.”

      Chiara’s parents ran the best Italian restaurant and bakery in the area. I’d gained more than a few pounds from their awesome food over the years. She sold a lot of their pastries in the coffee shop and bookstore attached to Hamilton Hardware.

      “I’m worried about the drugs,” I admitted, switching subjects to match the one-sided conversation in my head. “We’ve more or less kept the peace lately—despite some of the crazy shit that’s happened. If there’s someone out there making street drugs for paranormals, that’s going to make everything worse. The people who sell that crap don’t tend to be model citizens, and there’s a world of hurt that comes from using.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir,” Blair replied. “I saw how bad it can get when I was in the military. Lots of people looking to escape, forget, or just check out. Maybe we should be surprised we haven’t run into ‘monster meth’ before this.”

      “What’s this world coming to?” I muttered.

      When I got into hunting, I was protecting humans from creatures like the wendigo that destroyed my family. Lately, I’ve discovered that there are humans out there who prey on cryptids and people with special abilities, so the job’s gotten more complicated. Protect the people from the bad monsters, and protect the monsters from the bad people.

      “I’d say it was going to hell in a hand basket, but you already knew that.” Blair shrugged. “You do realize that you can’t save everyone, no matter how hard you try.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’ll quit.” I knew I was still trying to atone for not being able to stop the wendigo or from living through the attack. I’d never be able to bring them back, and forgiving myself was still up for grabs.

      I don’t keep track of my kills. They weren’t something to brag about. If I can avoid killing, I choose another way. Some friends and I even started a cryptid preserve for the creatures who just needed to be relocated and kept away from people.

      “Was Bloch a problem before the drugs? Or is it recent?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “Would knowing that change anything?” Blair asked, more gently than usual.

      Would it? “Not really,” I admitted. “But I don’t want to have to shoot some other poor bastard who gets his wits scrambled. They’re collateral damage while the dealers and the makers rake in the money.”

      “People with abilities and creatures have been around forever. How come no one has come up with pharmaceuticals designed for them before this? Legit drugs—not street junk.”

      “Good question—and I don’t know the answer. Maybe there have been, and we don’t know because we’re human.” We came into interacting with the supernatural world as hunters, not healers. Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised that we weren’t privy to all their secrets.

      Except that somewhere along the way, things changed. I changed. People with abilities I couldn’t fathom became my friends. Creatures who went bump in the night turned out to be more human than some humans, and I brought them under my protection. I hadn’t gained any new psychic gifts, but my perception shifted, and things would never be the same again.

      “Someone we know must have a clue about what’s going on,” I told her. We knew people who were witches, psychics, mediums, shifters, and various types of immortals. The small, tight-knit, secret network of relationships was how we traded supernatural lore, found hard-to-get arcane resources, and got each other through tough times normal people wouldn’t understand. We were brothers and sisters in arms, a concept Blair understood well.

      “I’m going to put out the word and see what comes back. Everything hits our corner of Pennsylvania late—why would this be any different?”

      Blair’s phone buzzed, and I recognized Chiara’s ringtone. I focused on the road to give her privacy.

      “What? Is he okay? When? You’re sure?”

      I knew from her tone that whatever happened wasn’t good. Blair was one of the most unflappable people I knew, and right now—she was definitely flapped.

      “We’re on our way. We’ll meet you at the hospital.” She ended the call.

      “Hospital?” I glanced over at her.

      “Carl either got roofied or overdosed. Chiara’s waiting to see him.”

      “Carl?” He was the least likely person I knew to have either of those things happen.

      “His roommate found him passed out. When they took him to the emergency room, they found drugs in his system. Chiara only knows that much because she has his power of attorney.”

      Chiara’s bookstore had a back room for games and meetings that welcomed the young people of the community—especially those who didn’t fit in. It started as a haven for LGBTQ kids, and young adults who had untrained paranormal abilities had also found their way to the group.

      Carl was one of them, a psychic with dreams that came true who was estranged from his family. A small group had found each other over weekly Cards Against Humanity get-togethers. Blair, Chiara, and I helped them get the training they needed to keep their Gifts from hurting themselves or others, and sometimes they helped out on cases. We joked about them being our “Meddling Kids.”

      Chiara waited for us in the hospital lobby. I spotted her pacing through the big glass windows before we ever entered. When she saw Blair, Chiara ran into her wife’s arms and hung on for a long hug. I could tell she’d been crying. Blair wrapped her arms around Chiara protectively, pulling her close. Their height difference and Blair’s solid, athletic build engulfed Chiara in the embrace.

      “How’s Carl?” I asked when Chiara finally let go of Blair and hugged me. She wiped a hand across her eyes and flipped her long dark hair over her shoulder. Chiara’s olive skin hid the blotchiness from crying far better than my light complexion ever did.

      “They pumped his stomach. He’s out of it right now, and they said he needed to rest. I’m waiting for him to come around.” Chiara dropped her voice. “I have an awful feeling that while he might not have intended to overdose, he also didn’t get roofied.”

      I exchanged a look with Blair. “You think he took something on purpose that ended up not being what he expected?”

      “Maybe,” Chiara hedged. “I don’t want to get him in trouble, so we need to stick to the ‘roofie’ story until we’re out of here.”

      “How will you know when we can see him?” I asked.

      Chiara held up a beeper. “Just like a restaurant. They promised to let me know.”

      “Then let’s get food and coffee.”

      I was pleasantly surprised to find that the hospital food didn’t suck. Even the coffee was drinkable. Blair and I ordered burgers, and Chiara ordered a salad. All of us got dessert because the pie looked homemade. Maybe the people in charge understood how much their customers needed good comfort food.

      “So, Carl.” I looked to Chiara. “Spill.”

      “I already told you what little I know. The roommate called an ambulance because Carl wasn’t responsive. I got a call because I’m his emergency contact. They weren’t able to immediately tell what drug was in his system. I have the feeling it didn’t fit their tests.”

      “Did Carl have anything going on? Would he—”

      Blair didn’t have to finish her sentence. I wanted to shake my head but realized I didn’t know. Chiara looked conflicted.

      “I hope not. But we don’t ever really know,” Chiara replied.

      “What if Carl got a bad vision of something?” I asked. “It’s not uncommon for people to use sleeping pills to block out dreams. What if someone who recognized what he is gave him something a lot stronger than what he expected? Maybe something made for a user with paranormal abilities?”

      Blair quickly filled Chiara in on our werewolf problem; voice pitched so no one else in the nearly-empty cafeteria would hear us.

      “Street drugs for people with gifts?” Chiara murmured when Blair finished. “I mean, maybe? But that would mean someone could tell he was special and sold him something he didn’t realize he was buying.”

      “Shit,” I muttered. “This makes it personal.”

      My friends were now my only family, and I would do everything in my power to keep them safe. I might be a bit obsessed since I had fucked up spectacularly the first time.

      Before I could ponder too long, Chiara’s buzzer went off. “We’d better go,” she said, and so we gathered our trash and speed-walked back to the waiting area near Carl’s room.

      “Chiara Hamilton?” The doctor was an older man, and I wondered how well he’d do with our unconventional little family.

      “Yes.” Chiara stepped up. “I’m Carl’s POA.”

      To his credit, if the doctor wondered about the arrangement, he didn’t ask. His gaze flickered to me and Blair.

      “We’ll wait at the nurses’ station,” Blair answered the unspoken question and took my elbow.

      Chiara and the doctor spoke for a few minutes, then he left, and she came over to us. “Sorry about that,” she said, cringing. “He’s a bit old school. So the bottom line is—they think Carl will be okay between the medicine they gave him to counteract what he took and letting him sleep it off. They’re going to try to figure out what was in whatever he ingested. It doesn’t match anything they have on file.”

      “So…guess you’ll be hacking their database in a few days?”

      Chiara shrugged. “Looks like it. I have this awful feeling that we’re staring at the tip of the iceberg. There’s something big going on, and we just stumbled into it.”

      “When can we see Carl?” Blair asked.

      “Right now, they’re only letting one person in at a time and only during visiting hours. Which just ended,” Chiara replied. “They have my number, and they promised to let me know as soon as he regains consciousness. So I guess for now, we go home.”

      Going home was easy. Relaxing or getting any sleep—that was the hard part.

      After I put frozen burritos in the oven and took Demon, my Doberman Pinscher, for his walk, I came inside, pulled a beer out of the fridge, and called my girlfriend, Sara. She lives in Kane and runs a bed and breakfast, so we have a long-distance relationship, but it’s the second time around for both of us, so we’re not in any hurry.

      “Hey,” I said, just needing to hear her voice. “How are things?”

      “Since you’re calling off-schedule, I’m betting shit has hit the fan.” Sara knows me.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a mess—and I think it’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

      “Sorry to hear that. We’re swamped—everyone trying to get in a last vacation before the weather turns.” Kane is up in the far north. That area has earned its reputation for being the “icebox” of Pennsylvania.

      “I won’t keep you. I…I needed to touch base.” I paused. “I have to come up to the sanctuary, so I’ll let you know when I’m on my way. Maybe we can get together, and I can fill you in then.”

      “That would be great. I’d love to see you. And you don’t have to hurry away—dinner’s over, and most people are either out or relaxing in their rooms. I’m just watching a little TV in the parlor so people can find me if they need anything.” Sara paused. “Is it something you can talk about?”

      I sighed. “I shouldn’t—don’t want to drag you into it. Just—be careful until we handle things. There are some nasty players involved, and I want you as far away from them as possible.” Sara and I were just beginning to build something good together. I don’t think I’d survive if this life took her from me.

      “The same thing goes for you.” Sara chided gently. “You’re not replaceable. Not to me. I love you.”

      “Love you back,” I murmured. “And I’ll tell you all about it when everything’s over. Promise.”

      We exchanged a few murmured endearments before I ended the call and stared at the phone in my hand for a few moments. Once upon a time, I had a normal life. Was I crazy to wish for that in the future? Maybe. But some days, it was all that kept me going.
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        * * *

      

      Driving up to the Big Woods cleared my head and soothed my soul. Less traffic and fewer people meant I didn’t grind my teeth quite as much. Usually I either blasted the radio or reveled in the silence. Sometimes I just enjoyed a chance to think without distractions.

      Thanks to Father Leo and the Occulatum, I’d been able to create a cryptid preserve on land way up near Kane, not terribly far from the New York border. The forest stretched forever up there, and there were plenty of areas where humans rarely went. All kinds of creatures retreated into those thick woodlands, both normal and paranormal.

      Today, I had supplies to deliver. Keeping a snallygaster, a Mothman, and the other unusual critters fed was no small matter. These were creatures that couldn’t be released back to the wild but weren’t inherently evil. Since they couldn’t hunt their own food, that meant supplying an…eclectic….selection of chow to meet their needs.

      But first, I needed to stop in to visit a friend. I parked in the small lot for a trailhead and hiked into the forest, looking for a particular tree. When I found it, I set a six-pack of beer at the base of the trunk.

      “Hey, Gus! I brought you some brewski.”

      I waited, and gradually mist gathered into the form of a middle-aged deer hunter in a canvas jacket and gimme cap. Gus died back in the 1950s when he fell out of a tree stand and never felt a need to move on. He’s helped me on a number of cases and keeps an eye on the cryptid preserve when our more corporeal keepers can’t be present.

      “We’ve got new problems,” I told Gus. “It’s always something. Keep your eyes open, and let one of us know if you see something strange. Well, strange for us,” I added.

      I’ve never quite figured out how he does it, but one of the beer cans gradually crumpled in on itself as Gus enjoyed a cold one. There are worse ways to spend the afterlife than walking the woods and drinking beer.

      “I’ll be back before too long,” I assured him. “Heading to the preserve now. I’m supposed to meet Tristan and Oliver there. You’re welcome to join us if you want. I made a supply run.”

      I never thought I’d be friends with a ghost, but then again, nothing about my life looked normal. Monster hunting wasn’t one of those things you wrote an essay about in school for career day. But in an odd way, the preserve took some of the suckishness out of all the killing and burning. At the end of the day, I not only helped to save people, but I also saved the creatures that didn’t mean any harm.

      I needed those wins to drive away the memories and darkness that crowded around me in the hour of the wolf.

      Speaking of wolves…I’d gotten a rather cryptic call from Tristan Ross, a wolf shifter who helps run the preserve. His pack isn’t far away, so Tristan helps keep an eye on things when I’m back in Atlantic.

      I timed my arrival just after dark so Otto could help unload. He’s a vampire, so daylight doesn’t agree with him. On the other hand, he’s super strong, so having him help with chores is a godsend. Tristan is stronger than the average human as well. I don’t mind pulling my weight, but I’m not going to waste good help.

      The preserve isn’t fancy. There are visible fences and invisible wardings. All the cryptids have monitors so we can track them, making sure they don’t escape and that no one steals them. There’s a big barn for shelter and a smaller building for supplies. Creatures that need their space make their own dens, burrows, or nests, and we leave them alone as long as we know they haven’t gone AWOL. We’re not a prison—we’re a sanctuary, a safe place. The sentient creatures know this, and somehow even the others seem to sense it.

      “Mark. Good to see you.” Tristan greeted me with a slap on the back and a hug. His dark hair, blue eyes, and tense posture even at rest made it easy to see the wolf in him.

      “Same here. Let’s get the stuff unloaded, and then you can tell me what’s on your mind.” Tristan didn’t often want to chat, and the tone of his brief call sounded worried. I felt concerned as a friend and an ally. Danger to the pack ended up being a risk for all of us eventually. And if a personal issue lay behind the strain I could see in his face, I’d do whatever I could.

      I turned and might have let out a manly squeak of surprise to find Otto right behind me. Vampires don’t make noise, and even though I knew Otto wasn’t a threat, having him appear out of nowhere practically made me swallow my tongue.

      “Sorry. I was too quiet again.” Otto actually looked contrite. I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Walk louder,” I joked. “I’m twitchy enough as it is.”

      I pulled the truck as close to the supply shed as I could, and we unloaded in record time. Some of our resident cryptids drifted close to the fence to watch, but most paid us no mind. Gus flickered into sight as we finished since he couldn’t exactly help out.

      When we were done, we sat on the tailgate of my truck. I pulled my cooler over and got out two beers for Tristan and me and a pint of cow blood for Otto. He normally feeds without killing from deer and other forest creatures, but he’s mentioned that farm animals’ blood tastes less “gamey.”

      “So what’s going on?” I asked Tristan.

      “We had an ‘incident’ with my nephew,” Tristan said after he’d taken a long pull from the beer. Given shifter metabolism, I knew the beer wouldn’t even give him a buzz, but I guess it was the thought that counted. “He had an uncontrolled shift and attacked his dad—my brother-in-law.”

      “Did he—?” I caught my breath.

      Tristan shook his head. “No—but it could have been bad. Fortunately, Sean had a feeling something was wrong with Colton, so he was on alert. They’ve both got bruises, and Sean had to clock Colton on the jaw to put him down so we could confine him. Even so, it took four of us. He’s in a locked room in our shifter hospital.”

      He looked down, and his voice dropped. “There were drugs in his system, Mark. But most dope doesn’t work on us. So what the hell? Where did he get it, and why did he want it?”

      “Fuck. I was really hoping that shit hadn’t made it out here.”

      Tristan gave me a look. “What do you know?”

      I filled him in on what happened to Carl. “Do you know what Colton took—or what he thought he was taking?” I asked.

      Tristan sighed. “He needed a couple of days to come down and then to wake back up. He’s still not himself. But what we got out of him was that he’d been studying hard for finals and was trying to stay awake. He thought he got a high-grade version of No-Doz. But whatever it was had him flying.”

      Amphetamines for shifters. What could possibly go wrong?

      “Were the docs able to help him?”

      “If by ‘help’ you mean they kept him from killing anyone or hurting himself, then yes. Everything they would have used on a human wouldn’t work—of course it doesn’t. So he had to go through it on his own.” Tristan ran a hand back through his hair. “Coming down was worse than going up.”

      “What do your doctors make of it? Could they analyze anything from his blood? Right now, we’re playing catch up. The only ones who understand the drugs are the ones making them.”

      “They’re studying him and his blood. If they weren’t shifters, I’d be suspicious as hell. Mark, we can’t let the powers that be get their hands on this stuff, or every bad mutant movie you’ve ever seen will come true.”

      I nodded, because I’d been thinking the same thing. “We’re trying to keep that from happening.”

      “Who’s ‘we’?”

      “Father Leo and me. For now.”

      “You think this is local?” Tristan asked.

      I shrugged. “No idea. But we’re going to find out—and stop them.”

      “I’ll give you access to our data—as long as it doesn’t go anywhere except the Occulatum. The other groups, I don’t trust,” Tristan replied. “And the Council would skin me alive for letting even trusted outsiders have any access to our blood. You understand, right?” He fixed me with a stare.

      I did. There had been too many betrayals of the pack by too many humans over the centuries. The shifters kept their secrets to avoid having knowledge used against them. Even though I knew Tristan trusted Father Leo and me, he had a blood bond to his family.

      “I’ll let you know everything we find out about Carl’s condition—and the bastards that slipped him the drugs,” I promised. “I really, really hope this is a local problem, but even if it is now, it won’t stay that way.”

      “I can update you on Colton. Unofficially. And I can feed the Council information as you and Leo learn more. If someone’s figured out how to make drugs that affect paranormal beings, then even if you stop the makers this time, there’ll be new ones. The cat’s out of the bag. Now it’s containment, not prevention.”

      I hated to agree, but I knew Tristan was right. The landscape had shifted, and we still didn’t know who the enemy was—but I intended to find out.

      We worked together to feed the cryptids. Tristan and Otto told me about other repairs that needed materials, and I made a list. They shared funny stories about day-to-day things that happened at the preserve, and I caught them up on the more interesting gossip from back home.

      I waved goodbye and headed to Kane. With Carl still in the hospital, I didn’t want to be away overnight, but I couldn’t be up here without stopping to see Sara.

      She answered on the first ring. “How close are you?”

      “About thirty minutes,” I replied. “I need to go back tonight—I’ll explain when I see you. But I could bring dinner.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Sara replied. “See you soon.”

      Sara’s a good woman. Why she loves a fuck-up like me, I’m still trying to figure out. She’s explained it, but after all my mistakes, I have trouble believing good things could come my way. I know that’s not true. I have good friends and my dog Demon and a roof over my head. And more. But finding a partner after the shitshow that went down with my ex? That’s a fucking miracle.

      I washed up in the bathroom at the Chinese restaurant while I waited for take-out. After the supply run, I needed to rinse off a layer of sweat and dust. I straightened my clothes and tried to look presentable, then resigned myself to the best I could do.

      Sara didn’t seem to mind. She met me at the door with a kiss, which I returned with enthusiasm. “Everyone’s either out to dinner, or they ate and went up to their rooms. We’re ‘alone’—or as close as it gets for now.”

      We were hardly going to make out on the couch like teenagers, but that definitely gave us leeway for another kiss—deeper and slower this time.

      “Missed you.” I took in the smell of her skin and shampoo and how nice it felt to have her pressed up against me.

      “Missed you, too,” she replied. “I’m hungry. Let’s eat—and you can fill me in.”

      We went into the kitchen, and I laid the containers out on the table while Sara filled water glasses. As we chowed down on Hunan Beef and sesame chicken, I told her about what happened to Carl and Colton and my fears that we still didn’t have the big picture.

      “Do you think the makers are locals cooking this shit up in their basement? Because I’d think it would take more know-how than your local chemistry teacher gone bad,” Sara said. “For one thing, they know that cryptids exist. And they’ve got enough research to figure out how to make drugs that work on them, which from what you’ve said, isn’t easy. That sounds like someone put money behind it. Be prepared to think big.”

      That’s one of the many things I love about Sara. She not only accepts my crazy, messed-up world, but she wades right in and helps me spitball what to do next.

      We didn’t talk shop the whole evening, but our work took so much of our time that it didn’t leave much for doing other interesting things. We did our binge-watching with a video chat open. That left us the weather, recipes, and Demon to discuss, but we didn’t care as long as we were together.

      “I need to get back.” I was reluctant, knowing the drive home would feel longer than when I’d come out. “I’ll call when I get in.”

      We kissed again, savoring the moment. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” she promised. “Now get your ass home, and don’t fall asleep on the way.”

      I checked my messages before I got on the road, but Chiara’s last update said Carl was still sleeping and under observation in the hospital. Nothing from Father Leo, but I knew in my bones the shit was about to hit the fan, so I enjoyed the peace and quiet of my drive home, texted Sara to let her know I’d arrived, and after I took Demon for a quick walk, I fell into bed and hoped I was tired enough to sleep without dreaming.
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      I woke, startled out of a nightmare when my phone went off and accidentally scared Demon with my thrashing.

      “Chiara?” My raspy, sleep-slurred voice was a clue that she’d woken me.

      “Carl is awake. They want to keep him today for observation, but he’s up if you want to see him.”

      “Give me an hour.” I knew that I wasn’t fit company without a shower, breakfast, and coffee; and Demon needed his kibble and a walk.

      “If anything changes, I’ll text you,” Chiara promised.

      I lurched to the bathroom and thought how unfair it was that I felt hungover when I hadn’t had anything to drink. A hot shower helped make me feel vaguely human. I put a pot of coffee on to brew and a frozen breakfast sandwich in the microwave and took Demon for a walk around the large yard surrounding my cabin.

      By the time I returned, the coffee and sandwich were hot and ready.

      I kept up a running, one-sided dialog with Demon. He’s good company and an awesome listener. Plenty of humans could take a clue from him.

      When I finished, I apologized to Demon for needing to leave. Badass monster hunter, explaining to his dog why he has to go out for a while. Demon just listened like he always does, and I swear he nodded when I finished.

      “It’s Carl,” I finished as if that explained everything. And maybe it did. Since I’d met my Meddling Kids, I had grown attached to each of them, and the protective instincts I’d never use as anybody’s father roared to the front.

      “I won’t be long,” I promised Demon. “Hold the fort. Anyone tries to get past the wardings—bite them.”

      Demon sighed and lowered his head onto his paws. He looks like a hellhound, but he’s a pushover for belly rubs. I felt guilty, so I left him extra treats. We both know who’s in charge.
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        * * *

      

      Carl was sitting up in bed talking with Chiara when I arrived. His dark blond hair was messy, and his reddish beard could have used a trim. I knew he was only in his early twenties, but he looked haggard, older. When he saw me, he glanced away. “Hi, Mark. Sorry I worried you and Chiara.”

      I clapped him gently on the shoulder. “That’s what friends are for. Now, what’s the plan after they let you out of here?”

      Uncertainty flickered across Carl’s face. “Um…I’m working on that. I’d been crashing on Joel’s couch—we went to school together—since my lease ended, but I need to find a new place.”

      “How ’bout you come home with me until you feel better, and I can help with the apartment search?” Whatever the story was behind the drugs that knocked him for a loop, Carl needed someone keeping an eye on him for the next couple of days, and I doubted the roommate was up to the task.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Demon needs company.” Carl and the gang have been to my place plenty of times for pizza and gaming, and they all loved Demon.

      “Okay. But just until I find a place.”

      “We’ll get you taken care of,” I promised and caught Chiara’s eye. She nodded, and I figured she was probably already working on options.

      I had plenty of questions, but they couldn’t be answered here. Chiara helped Carl navigate the complexity of hospital discharge, and he bristled at needing to be pushed to the curb in a wheelchair.

      Chiara sent us off with a wave and told me she’d call once we had a chance to get settled. Carl was quieter than usual as we drove away. He’s not usually the life of the party on a good day, and now he seemed discouraged and embarrassed.

      “So—what happened?” I tried for my most neutral tone.

      Carl turned to look out the passenger-side window. “I got roofied, like I told the doc.”

      “Uh-huh. I believe someone slipped you something you weren’t expecting, but I’ve got the feeling it went down a little differently.” He was silent, and I didn’t want to argue, so I gambled on the truth.

      “Someone is selling drugs optimized for people with psychic abilities and supernatural creatures,” I said, when it was clear Carl didn’t want to elaborate. “Blair and I handled a coked-up werewolf last night that tried to kill me. He was high as a fuckin’ kite. A werewolf. That’s not supposed to be possible.”

      Carl didn’t say anything, but I could tell I had his attention.

      “Now, if the docs who know about magic and the paranormal could get medicines designed for ‘special’ metabolisms, that would be great. But I don’t think that’s what’s happening. The problem with street drugs is you never know what’s really in them or how strong they are. No quality control. People are going to get hurt.”

      “I didn’t mean to cause trouble,” Carl blurted. “I just wanted a break from all the thoughts in my head.”

      “That’s fair. You’ve learned a lot about how to shield your abilities, but I’m sure it gets overwhelming.”

      “It’s like having a radio station in my mind that never shuts off,” Carl replied, although he still didn’t make eye contact. “Sometimes, I just need some space and a little quiet. I tried drinking, but I got sick before I got buzzed enough for the dreams and visions to stop. Then a friend gave me a couple of pills from his ADHD prescription that help him focus. They only lasted about fifteen minutes for me, but it was wonderful.”

      Maybe somewhere there was a health network for people with paranormal abilities and supernatural creatures, but it didn’t exist around here, and I’d never heard of it elsewhere. Hunters patched together emergency care from retired doctors or those who lost their licenses. Sometimes, those docs knew about monsters from personal experience. In other cases, they didn’t care how the injuries occurred as long as cash traded hands.

      None of that worked well for treating “regular people” problems like ADHD or other normal health issues. We all needed therapy, but our type of PTSD wasn’t what was taught in school. So we soldiered on with alcohol and second-hand pills and a heaping helping of denial.

      “I said something to a friend about how I had trouble focusing and that the pills didn’t last long enough. He introduced me to someone who said he could help. I was kinda desperate. I hadn’t slept in a long time.” Carl looked down, and I could read shame from his posture even though I couldn’t see his face.

      “We’ve all been there,” I replied honestly. “And when it gets that bad, we’ll take whatever we can get.”

      “Yeah. I swear I just thought it was extra-strength ADHD pills. Nothing…recreational.”

      “Did you tell your friend about your abilities?”

      “What? No! And I don’t think I’ve done anything around him to make him suspect.” Carl’s indignation had the ring of truth.

      “Did you meet with his ‘friend’ in person? Maybe the dealer is a witch.”

      “If by ‘meeting’ you mean he handed me a baggie of pills in the parking lot and I gave him money, then we ‘met.’ Didn’t exactly share my life story.”

      “If he was a witch, you wouldn’t need to. He could have read you before you ever even saw him.” The longer we talked, the more I suspected that the dealer sensed Carl’s abilities and maneuvered himself into the chance to snare another victim. Maybe it was luck that Carl had a survivable bad reaction if the alternative was getting hooked on pills from a questionable source.

      “Please tell me I didn’t piss off a cartel or something. I’m too young to die.”

      I couldn’t help chuckling. “You haven’t—at least, not yet. Although that’s probably in my future.”

      Carl slumped in his seat. “This is going to be dangerous, isn’t it?”

      “Probably.”

      He sighed. “Okay. But can we wait until tomorrow to shoot things? I have a headache.”

      “Sure. We can wait to save the world for a day or two.”

      Carl relaxed a bit, and I wondered if he had expected me to be angry with him. I’d spare him the gory details, but I’d made worse mistakes than buying fake study-focus pills off a backstreet dealer.

      “Are you hungry? I’ve got a pizza in the freezer. Probably should skip the beer for now until everything’s out of your system.”

      “Thanks, Mark. For everything,” Carl murmured awkwardly.

      “That’s what families do,” I replied with a shrug, and it was my turn to look away.
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        * * *

      

      Demon lost his ever-lovin’ mind when Carl walked into the kitchen. My big bad guard dog jumped and whined and bumped Carl’s hip to get petted and then ran zoomies around the living room. Good thing Demon didn’t worry about his image.

      We had stopped on the way to pick up Carl’s stuff from where he’d been staying. I carried it in while he and Demon got reacquainted. It made me sad that two duffel bags and a box were all he owned. I had nothing nice to say about his parents for cutting him off because of his talents.

      That was an argument for a different day. I put my game face on because Carl needed me.

      “I’m going to put your stuff in the guest room,” I told him. “You know how to work the oven. Get it heating, so we can eat.” I figured that giving Carl something to do would help.

      We rattled around the cabin like a couple of old bachelors, getting dinner and then cleaning up. I made sure he ate and drank and sent him to bed early after we’d watched a movie. That he allowed it told me just how bad he still felt.

      Once I was sure Carl was in bed, I reached for my phone and called my friend Travis. If anyone knew the next link in the chain, it would be him.

      “Hey, Mark. What’s up?” Travis was an ex-priest and a former operative for a secret Vatican organization that fought supernatural threats. Now he ran a halfway house in Pittsburgh and fought demons in his spare time.

      “I need your help.”

      Travis listened while I explained everything—the drug-addled werewolf, Carl’s back-alley supplier, and the theory about illegal pharmaceuticals targeted to people with a supernatural side.

      “You need to talk to Joe Mack. That shit hit in Cleveland not long ago. You know Seth Tanner and Evan Malone?”

      “Yeah. Talked to them on the phone, but we’ve never met. Same with Joe—we’ve batted some cases around over the last few months. He’s got a lot of experience—and we both are pretty solid on lore.”

      “They took on one of that dark coven they’ve been hunting in Cleveland a couple of months ago. Willis Osborn. He and his brother were pharmacists before they became immortal. Osborn had an injury that caused him a lot of pain that even his magic couldn’t fix. So he became his own best customer,” Travis said.

      “The Osborn brothers created a line of illicit drugs for the magically-inclined. Para-tropic pharmaceuticals. Between the two of them, they supplied the whole Midwest,” Travis continued.

      “Past-tense?”

      “Willis got his brother killed. Joe and his friends took care of Willis. Their drug empire splintered, and the dogs are still fighting over the scraps,” Travis replied. “I think this is a side of things we’ve been blind to, not something new. I put out the word in our network. We’ve been so busy saving the world, we haven’t had a chance to pay attention to the rot from inside.”

      “Lovely image. What’s that leave us with?”

      “Why don’t you contact Joe and let me look into a couple of other things,” Travis said. “My suspicion is that this is all part of something bigger. You heard about the shifter and psychic trafficking problem they uncovered in New York and Charleston? It’s more widespread than we thought. I think the same is true with the drug business.”

      “What do other groups know—the Alliance, C.H.A.R.O.N., Sinistram?” As it turned out, we weren’t just hunting evil on our own. Various groups—some aligned with the government or the Vatican, others independent—claimed a piece of the action. They rarely shared well with others.

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out. I’m willing to bet that we all had bits and pieces and couldn’t see the forest for the trees,” Travis answered.

      “Is there a way we can harness what the dealers have learned to make real medicine? That would be a godsend.” I had to ask.

      “Whatever they created would still probably trade under the table,” Travis said. “No peer-reviewed research, FDA approval, clinical trials. That doesn’t mean the drugs don’t work. But they won’t move through normal channels.”

      “There’s nothing normal about our world.”

      “True. And if there was a way to create a non-criminal supply chain, a lot of good could come of it. I think those of us in ‘the business’ have thought of ourselves as lone wolves for so long we didn’t realize that we could have a community if we wanted it. Maybe we’ll never have a Hunter insurance plan, but we might not have to be on our own as much as we have been,” Travis replied.

      “That would be…nice.” Hard to imagine, but definitely helpful. I didn’t know how or if such a thing might be possible, but maybe we’d been thinking too small all along.

      “Right now, we need to figure out who’s making and running the drugs. Until we break the cartel, we can’t fix the system,” Travis warned.

      “What’s Joe Mack have to do with it?”

      Joe’s an immortal—swore his soul to an ancient Slavic god nearly two hundred years ago. He’s super fast and strong, and when he calls on his patron’s magic, his skin turns to steel.

      “He’s got friends in helpful places—the Supernatural Secret Service, the biggest data mining company in the Midwest, and the Laveccia crime family,” Travis told me. “Hell of an asset to have on your side. Plus all that first-hand knowledge about hunting and the supernatural? He’s a walking archive.”

      I heard Travis’s respect in his voice, and it takes a lot to impress him. “Well, damn,” I said. “I can’t wait to meet Joe in person.”

      “Joe’s been working with his network to clean up Osborn’s mess. He’s probably got the most current information on the drug lords. I’ll ask around about the rest of it.” Travis might downplay his own connections, but even though he had left the Sinistram and the Vatican behind with his vestments, he was still plugged into some top secret back channels.

      “Anything you can find out would help. I’m going to start with the dealers and work my way up.”

      “Be careful, Mark. With the Osborn brothers off the board, all the lieutenants are fighting for territory. It’s going to get uglier than usual—and that’s just the humans.”

      I thanked him and ended the call, lying in bed and staring at the ceiling. As far removed as my little town of Atlantic and its neighboring town were from the big city, drugs had been a problem for a long time, thanks to limited opportunities and not much else to do. That scourge had bypassed the supernatural community because dope didn’t work for them. I really didn’t like the thought of that changing.

      It took far too long for me to fall asleep, and when I did, my dreams were dark.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm went off, and I slapped it with a groan, trying not to think of how late I’d lain awake. A glance at my calendar told me there were no pressing appointments at the garage, so I called my assistant manager and told him I’d be available by phone but was out of the shop today taking care of a sick friend. Pete doesn’t know all the details about my “side gig” of monster hunting, but he knows enough not to ask too many questions.

      Carl was still sleeping. I peeked into his room just long enough to watch the rise and fall of his breathing, assuring myself that he was still alive. The kid had scared the shit out of me.

      Demon woke up wagging, as usual. I took him out, and we played fetch after he did his business. By the time we came back in, a fresh pot of coffee was ready. I listened but didn’t hear Carl in the shower, so he was probably still sleeping it off.

      I didn’t know how to fix Carl, so I fed Demon and made breakfast. Coffee is always a good start for dealing with any problem, and bacon is a solid second. I hadn’t planned on company, but I kept a box of pancake mix in the cupboard and broke out my largely ignored waffle maker, a wedding present Lara didn’t take with her when she left. I figured I’d keep the waffles and bacon warm in the oven if Carl wasn’t up by the time they were ready.

      I poured myself a cup of java and mixed the waffle batter while the oven heated to cook the bacon.

      Chiara’s tone sounded on my phone, and I picked up on the first ring.

      “How’s Carl?” Chiara’s rough voice told me I wasn’t the only one who’d had trouble sleeping.

      “Still out but breathing. Did you find anything out about Bloch?” I took my coffee and sat down at the table, figuring there was no hurry about breakfast.

      “Working on it. I hacked his phone, and I’m tracing his calls. As far as I can tell, he wasn’t part of a pack. Near as I can figure, he was turned about two years ago. That’s when his arrest record goes from being troublesome to alarming.”

      “Oh yeah?” I couldn’t help wondering how he’d gotten turned. The local packs were strict about that sort of thing. Maybe Bloch wasn’t from around here.

      “He’s got an arrest record back to juvie and probably more that’s sealed. Petty theft, breaking and entering, illegal gambling, and some bar fights. But then all of a sudden he’s getting arrested for killing livestock, poaching deer, and hunting out of season. There were more fights, and they did more damage. You know how the story ends.”

      I did, and I didn’t think I’d ever forget the unreasoning fury in Bloch’s eyes when he charged me. He’d probably still be alive if he hadn’t found a dealer. Might have still been on the wrong side of the law, but living.

      “See if you can find anything from his contacts to lead us to his sources.” I suddenly felt the lack of sleep. “Travis is working on it, and he’ll pull in whoever else we need.”

      “I’m running down a couple of other leads,” Chiara told me. “I also looked at the tox screen on the drugs in Carl’s system. They don’t match anything, even the experimental stuff. Dr. Glenn is looking into what the werewolf was using in addition to what Carl had. I’ll let you know what we find.”

      “I need to call Glenn and let him know that there’s a bigger issue here with the makers and dealers,” I said. “Maybe he’s heard something.”

      After Chiara ended the call, I sat and stared out the window, sipping my coffee. Drug rings and paranormal pharmaceuticals—para-tropic drugs, Travis had called them—shifter trafficking. I felt a little in over my head. I got into hunting to avenge my family and keep other people from knowing the same grief. Hunting was simple and pure. Kill the creatures preying on people. Protect the cryptids that were being hurt by bad humans. It was boots-on-the-ground stuff, not very complicated.

      Of course, that didn’t last long. Father Leo Minnelli explained the realities of hunting to me, and I realized that I needed partners with skills to complement my ability to point and shoot. Father Leo could do exorcisms, banishments, and cleansings, and he was good with a knife and a gun. He pulled me into the Occulatum, a sort of modern Knights Templar organization linked to the Vatican and at odds with a lot of the other monster-hunting organizations.

      My phone rang again, and this time it was Father Leo.

      Speak of the devil, and he will appear.

      I put aside my slightly blasphemous reaction and picked up the call. Since it wasn’t our regular poker night, I assumed this wasn’t a social call.

      “Mark. We need to talk.”

      I sighed, figuring that more shit was headed my way. Normally, I’d have gone over to the rectory, but I didn’t want to leave Carl. I knew he’d argue that he was fine, but we both knew he wasn’t.

      “I can’t leave the cabin right now,” I told him. “Want to come here? I’ve got waffles and bacon.”

      “And coffee?” Father Leo had a touch of mischief in his voice. Neither of us were above adding a splash of Irish regardless of the time of day.

      “Yes, plenty. However you want it.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a story to tell. So do I. Be there in fifteen.”

      I checked to make sure that the bacon hadn’t burned and started the waffles. Carl still hadn’t stirred, and I ran back to peek into his room, suddenly panicked. His deep, slow breaths reassured me, and I knew that sleeping off the drugs was probably the best thing he could be doing.

      Leo showed up with a bag of cider donuts, and Demon wagged like he was the Second Coming. I rescued the donuts—Leo was on his own.

      After plenty of belly scratches, Demon reluctantly released Leo to handle human business.

      “Carl’s here,” I told him, so he wouldn’t be too surprised when my guest stumbled into the kitchen. Assuming he got up today. I gave Leo a quick recap, but with enough details to let him know we had trouble coming.

      “I’d heard rumblings,” Leo replied. “There are good parts to being the last place to catch a trend. The Osborn brothers weren’t the only ones to come up with special drugs for people with abilities. It’s happened before over the years. Each time the useful pills make it into the ‘hunters’ infirmary,’ and we try to bury the details about the bad stuff. Then we act surprised when the cycle comes around again.”

      “You know about the investigations going on in New York and down in Charleston?”

      Leo nodded. “I hear things. I suspect the drugs and trafficking have gone on in small, regional ways for a long time, but now that they’ve consolidated, it’s impossible to overlook.”

      “Didn’t we see it before—or didn’t we care?”

      Leo gave me a look that said he was trying to figure out what I was thinking. “We have been focused on saving the world. We left running it to other people. Things like the drugs—they happen at the intersection of saving and running.”

      “I don’t want to run the world. I want to hunt monsters. Simple. Straightforward.”

      “Not always.”

      “No. It isn’t.” I sighed. “I’m feeling a little overwhelmed. I like things I can shoot.”

      “I suspect the shooting is yet to come.”

      Carl wandered into the kitchen in a baggy t-shirt and sleep pants, hair like a rat’s nest and sleep heavy in his eyes. “Howdy, Padre,” he greeted Father Leo with a groggy salute. “Did you come for breakfast?”

      “I did.” Leo raised his half-empty coffee mug in reply. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I got hit by a truck. I guess I’ll get over it.”

      “Help yourself, Carl. I made waffles and bacon. They’re in the oven.”

      Carl mumbled his appreciation and shuffled across the kitchen. He cried out suddenly and dropped to his knees, holding his head. Father Leo and I were at his side in a second.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. Even Demon ran in to see what was going on.

      “Phoebe,” Carl groaned, and I could see how rapidly his eyes moved beneath the lids. “She’s in trouble.”

      “Details,” I prompted.

      “Someone…took her. She’s…gone.”

      I grabbed him by the upper arms and guided him to a seat. “Is this something that might happen, or something that did?”

      “’s real,” Carl muttered. “We’ve got to save her.”

      I pulled out my phone and called Phoebe. She’s a psychic like Carl, but without his additional ability to see ghosts. I figured we’d have a good laugh together. Instead, the phone rang until it went to voicemail.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “She’s not answering.”

      “What did you see?” I turned back to Carl.

      He shrank in on himself. “Just flashes. I saw Phoebe waiting in line in a hotel—looked like a job fair. Then she went home, and someone was waiting in the shadows and pushed her in a van.”

      “Did you see any details?” Father Leo asked. “Could you tell which hotel it was? Did you see the van?”

      “The van was white. And I think the hotel might have been that sketchy one in Meadville.”

      Okay, I knew the place. The hotel had been down on its luck for a long time, getting by hosting revival meetings and MLM conferences. “Hired entertainers” were a problem when either kind of meeting came to town, according to my friend the Meadville cop. Also muggings, car break-ins, and at least one body found under questionable circumstances.

      Why would Phoebe go there? “Did you see any signs, any faces?”

      Father Leo filled a glass of water and pressed it into Carl’s hand. Leo fixed him a plate and a cup of coffee while I sat next to Carl and tried to get details before the vision faded from memory.

      “The van was white. It looked like someone had scraped lettering off it. I didn’t see faces except hers. She was scared.” Carl’s voice caught.

      My heart clenched. Of course she was. “We’ll find her,” I promised, hoping we could make good on that.

      I exchanged a look with Father Leo, who sat down at the table with Carl as I got up. I walked onto the porch to make a couple of calls. The first was to the hotel, pretending to be confused about event dates. That’s how I found out there were two programs yesterday—a knitting convention and auditions for a talent scout/modeling agency, which narrowed the possibilities.

      Next, I called Louie Marino, my Linesville cop friend.

      “We’ve got a problem,” I told him and recounted what Carl had seen.

      “Kinda hard to file a missing person report based on a vision,” Louie said.

      “That’s why I called you. Can you check for any stolen white panel vans in the area? And see if there’ve been any other missing person reports in the last twenty-four hours? Might be male or female but probably in their twenties. Maybe see if you can get anything from your buddies in Meadville.”

      “Sure,” Louie agreed. “But how does this relate to your other job?” I knew he meant monster hunting.

      “Yesterday, one of my kids got roofied with a drug we think was made for folks who are ‘extra.’ Today one of them gets grabbed. We know there are trafficking networks for people with abilities and rare creatures. I don’t want Phoebe to disappear into that.”

      Louie let out a low whistle. “How did I not hear about this before?”

      “Because it’s not going through regular channels. Law enforcement doesn’t believe my folks exist.”

      “Damn. Okay—let me see what I can dig up. I’ll keep an ear out for anything that might be related.”

      “Thanks. I owe you dinner and beer.”

      “Let’s get her back safe and worry about that later.” Louie ended the call.

      Next I called Chiara. “Carl had a vision about Phoebe getting kidnapped, and now she’s not answering her phone. Can you hack into the traffic cams in Cochranton around Phoebe’s place? Maybe we’ll get lucky and pick up a plate on a white panel van.”

      “Easy,” Chiara assured me. “What else?”

      “Find out anything you can about Local Color Talent and Modeling. They had an event at the sketchy hotel in Meadville yesterday—apparently they look for extras for TV, movie, and commercials that are taping in the area. Carl saw Phoebe there in his vision.”

      “You think they’re phony?”

      “It just seems like too much of a coincidence. Maybe they really do book extras. But maybe they also screen for people with a little something more and then grab them.” I knew I sounded paranoid, but Phoebe was in trouble, and we didn’t know diddly-squat.

      “Let me see what I can find out. They’ve got to have a contact person, credit card, phone number,” Chiara said. “And in the meantime, I’ll call the rest of our gang and make sure they know to be extra careful.”

      “Good idea.” Maybe they could all just hole up at my place until we found Phoebe and got to the bottom of this. That’s the problem with caring about people—you can’t protect them from everything that could go wrong.

      Boy, did I know that the hard way.

      When I went back inside, Carl was sitting on the couch with Demon sprawled upside down, head on his lap. Father Leo sat across from them in an armchair. I warmed up my coffee and went to join them.

      “Feeling better?” I asked Carl. His color had improved, and he didn’t look quite so dazed.

      “Yeah. Thanks for picking up the pieces.” He looked contrite and embarrassed.

      “That’s what friends are for. Glad you’re okay.”

      “I keep thinking that maybe I can help Phoebe if I can ‘tune in’ to her,” Carl said abruptly. “We’re both psychics. Theoretically, it should be possible.”

      “Have you ever done that before, even by accident?” Father Leo asked.

      Carl shook his head. “No. But I think both of us are really careful around each other because we don’t want to accidentally intrude or eavesdrop. I thought I’d try meditating and see if I could connect. At worst, I’ll fall asleep. But maybe I can find her.”

      “It’s worth a shot. Go ahead and make yourself comfortable—push Demon off the couch if you need to,” I said.

      Carl smiled and scratched Demon’s ears. “I think we can both fit. If I start snoring, we’ll know it didn’t work.”

      He stretched out and arranged himself around Demon, then sighed and shut his eyes. I remembered that Father Leo had wanted to talk about something, so I jerked my head toward the kitchen, and we let ourselves out onto the porch.

      “What’s up? You didn’t just come by for the coffee.”

      “I had a hot case for us—until I got here, and you had a hotter one,” Father Leo admitted. “We got reports of illegal gambling that appeared to be run by people with abilities using them to cheat their marks. But after everything you’ve told me, I’m wondering if it isn’t part of the bigger problem—and that maybe the folks with the gifts aren’t the scammers—they’re victims too.”

      “Could be,” I replied. “But there’s no way I can focus on anything until we find Phoebe.”

      “Agreed. I’m all in to help you.”

      “Thanks,” I told him. “Where are Smith and Jones in all of this? For all they strut around in their serious government suits, they aren’t the ones taking action on the drug problem and the trafficking.”

      That’s when a big black government-issue SUV pulled up outside the cabin. Even though the windows were heavily tinted, I knew who was inside.

      “Lovely. Just when I thought the day couldn’t get any shittier, it’s Smith and Jones.”

      Smith and Jones were the un-ironic aliases of two agents who loved to make our lives more stressful. They were from the Occulatum and the CIA, but they were cagey bastards who thought they could show up and order us around.

      There was no way I was letting them into my house. Hell, I didn’t even like having them on my property. I set my coffee aside and went down to the driveway to meet them, with Leo a step behind me. Demon barked menacingly from the window. He’s a good judge of character.

      “Well, well. If it isn’t Rick and Morty,” I said, jerking their chain by substituting other famous duos. They clearly weren’t using their real names, so I had some fun with the aliases.

      Smith looked confused, but Jones rolled his eyes. “Cute. We came to give you a warning—”

      “I haven’t misbehaved in weeks,” I protested.

      Jones sighed. “Actually warn you about danger, not slap your wrist—for once. Some unpleasantness in the Midwest is stirring up drug and trafficking problems. If anything like that turns up…don’t call headquarters.”

      Leo and I exchanged a look. Usually Frick and Frack were lambasting us for not going through official channels, being loose cannons, yada yada.

      “Don’t call HQ? Are you pod people?” I asked. Leo smacked my arm with the back of his hand.

      “No comment on the pod people,” Jones replied, as close to humor as I’d ever seen from him.

      Smith looked at Father Leo, who I had long suspected outranked him in the Occulatum. “There’s a lot of interdepartmental turf war going on right now.”

      Color me shocked.

      “Not everyone wants to shut down what’s going on,” Smith continued. “There are some groups that would like to keep the One Ring for themselves.”

      “Did you just make a pop culture reference?” Between the two agents being helpful and showing a bit of humanity, I felt like the world had rocked on its axis.

      “Ignore him,” Leo said to Smith, meaning me. “Turf wars?”

      “The agencies involved can’t be trusted to be responsible with that kind of information,” Smith said. “We’ll do our best to run interference, but your people are going to have to handle this without help from upstairs.”

      Like we’ve ever actually had help from the brass. I wasn’t a fan of most of the organizations that dealt with supernatural threats but I realized Smith and Jones were being relatively decent, and I didn’t want to mess that up.

      “Any hints you can give us?” I hated playing twenty questions.

      “Cal Donovan’s name has come up, along with Milton Cuthbert,” Jones replied. That didn’t mean anything to me, but Leo’s eyes narrowed before he responded.

      “Well, well. That’s interesting.”

      “We don’t want to know what you find out. We just want it shut down,” Smith reminded us, back to sounding like a jerk again.

      “Got it,” I replied. Withholding information from them was just a normal part of doing business. Having them tell us to do so was decidedly strange.

      “Alright then. Keep your heads down,” Jones said as they walked back to the SUV. “And—this conversation never happened.”

      Father Leo and I watched them drive away, both of us looking a bit dumbfounded. “That was weird,” I said.

      “No kidding.” Leo stared into the distance, and I could practically see his mind working. “If I had to guess what they weren’t saying, I’d bet that the CIA, C.H.A.R.O.N., and the Sinistram would like to get their hands on the para-tropic drugs and maybe on the trafficked people, too.”

      That was my suspicion, and my gut tightened to hear my worry confirmed. “I can’t imagine that would be a good thing—for anyone. Pretty sure I’ve watched that movie.”

      Both C.H.A.R.O.N. and the Sinistram were very much on the “ends justifies the means” side of things. And just like in the movies where secret organizations ran amok, it didn’t take much imagination to envision it happening in real life.

      “Carl and Phoebe and the rest of the kids didn’t ask to be involved in all this supernatural shit,” I said. “They were born with talents no one bothered to explain. They didn’t go looking for a fight—the danger comes to them.”

      Leo sat back against the porch pillar, cradling his coffee cup. “There’s a lot of evil in the world. All the various organizations were formed to go after different pieces of the problem. Somewhere along the way, they lost sight of the fact that they were on the same side and got caught up in politics and turf wars.”

      I nodded. “They focus on the biggest threats, the saving the world stuff. Saving regular people falls to the likes of us. I’m okay with that.”

      “Where it gets dicey is when the two fights intersect,” Leo replied. “I think that’s where we’re headed—again. I’ve got a feeling this is going to get messy.”

      Carl came to the door. “I think I’ve got something.”

      Right then, my phone started blowing up with two simultaneous incoming calls, one from Chiara and one from Louie. I held up a hand indicating for Carl to wait and answered Louie’s call first, putting him on speaker.

      “What did you find out?”

      “There have been four missing person reports since yesterday, but only one in Meadville. No one would have looked for a pattern if you hadn’t called me. Your girl in Cochranton, one in Meadville, another in Conneautville, and the fourth in Edinboro. The only thing they seemed to have in common is that they attended the talent scout event.”

      “Not suspicious at all,” I muttered.

      “As for the panel van—one was reported stolen from a used car lot in Girard yesterday,” Louie added.

      “Did it look like someone had removed lettering or repainted it badly?” I asked, remembering Carl’s vision.

      “Yeah. That’s a good description. Found it abandoned in an empty lot in Geneva a few hours ago.”

      Fuck. “Did your boys go over it for evidence? DNA?” It was worth a shot.

      “For a stolen used car? No. But I might be able to call in a favor with a forensic guy I know,” Louie volunteered.

      “If the people are using magic or aren’t standard-issue human, the results might be confusing,” I warned him. “But if you can sneak me a copy, we should be able to make something of it.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Louie paused. “Do you think the missing people are still alive?”

      I swallowed hard. “I hope so. I’m choosing to believe that until proven otherwise.”

      “You know what counts as evidence in my world. If you can find that, I’ll be glad to bring my folks in on this. Abilities or not, kidnapping crosses a federal line.”

      “Thanks,” I told him, grateful for my amazing friends. He ended the call with a promise to keep me in the loop, and I speed-dialed Chiara.

      “Sorry—you and Louie called at the same time. I’m just that popular,” I deadpanned.

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      “Funny. Any luck?”

      “Sort of. I got the name and contact info for the talent scout event organizer from the hotel. It’s a real company—but the people who ran the event in Meadville weren’t employed by them. The event was completely unsanctioned. They ripped off the name and reputation and did their own thing.”

      “That can’t be good.”

      “It gets worse. The credit card they used was stolen, and the contact person doesn’t exist. The hotel was confused.”

      “Fuck. Was there an attendee roster?”

      “No. But the wanna-be extras had to pay a registration fee, and I reverse-engineered a list from the credit card information I hacked,” Chiara replied. If she sounded a little smug, she’d totally earned it.

      “I love you.”

      Chiara laughed. “Don’t say that in front of Blair. She might end you.”

      “I don’t doubt that at all.”

      “I got a license plate on the van.”

      “Louie said they found it abandoned in Geneva,” I told her.

      “Interesting. Because I tracked it with the traffic cams after they grabbed Phoebe,” Chiara replied. “So I know the route it took before it got to Geneva. There were times it was out of sight, so I don’t know where it might have stopped, but we can narrow the area pretty tightly.”

      “And I think I know what the place they’re holding her looks like,” Carl spoke up. “I reached her. She’s alive.”
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      Thank the fates for infrared sensors.

      “I see seven people, but only four of them put off body heat,” Blair reported after she had navigated one of her new drones over the area Carl and Chiara pinpointed.

      “Shit. Vamps,” I muttered.

      “That’d be my guess,” Blair replied. “Ghosts aren’t corporeal, and ghouls aren’t that smart.”

      Thanks to Chiara’s computer know-how, we’d been able to get a look at our narrowed-down area with satellite images and spotted a remote cabin at the end of a dirt road in between Cochranton and Geneva. That’s when Blair sent in her drone for a closer look.

      “Better make up your mind fast—we’re burning daylight,” Blair said. “Once the sun goes down, they wake up.”

      “We can’t be certain they’re not already awake,” Father Leo spoke up. “As long as they can shelter from direct sunlight, vampires can stay awake during the day. It’s the light that matters, not the time.”

      “Peachy,” I muttered. “So we want to go once it’s dark. That’s a small cabin. We can’t fight the vamps inside—the prisoners won’t survive. But if we draw them out, we can pick them off.”

      “They’ll be in their element,” Blair pushed back. “Fast and super-strong. And…fangy.”

      “That’s not a word.”

      “Bite me,” Blair said, rolling her eyes.

      “We’ve got one shot,” I said. “Draw the vampires outside, kill all but one, get the survivor to clue us in on the plan before we end him.”

      “That’s not much of a plan,” Blair observed. “But I can’t come up with anything better.”

      I looked to Father Leo and raised an eyebrow, but he shook his head. “I got nothing. It’s insane, but time isn’t on our side. We’re lucky they haven’t killed anyone—yet. We can’t afford to delay until someone dies or they decide to move the prisoners.”

      “What can we do?” I looked at Carl, who stood—pale and resolute—in the kitchen doorway. Behind him, I saw Chiara and the rest of our kids ensconced on our couch. She had drawn the others here with promises of pizza, beer, TTRPGs—and safety in numbers.

      “Stay here, and stay safe,” I told him. “We need to focus on saving Phoebe and the other kidnap victims. If you leave here, you complicate the process. So don’t.”

      Jon, Scott, and Kayla sat on the couch with Demon snoozing at their feet. Chiara was keeping them plied with beer and popcorn as they watched a superhero marathon on my streaming service. It looked normal—if you overlooked the Sig Sauer in the holster at Chiara’s back and the knife in the scabbard at her hip.

      “Jon tried to talk to the ghosts, but he couldn’t reach any near where Phoebe’s being held,” Carl replied. “Kayla’s telepathic range doesn’t go that far. Scott needs line of sight to levitate something. And I haven’t been able to reconnect since the first time,” Carl said.

      I saw how drained he looked and remembered that he had been out of the hospital for less than a day before he got sucked into a rescue mission. He and the others had been using their abilities to connect with Phoebe or assist us. That made me so proud of them I had to swallow hard to keep from tearing up.

      “Thank you for doing all you could. Now, your job is to stay safe, so we don’t need to rescue anyone else while we go take care of the problem.”

      Three of us against three vampires was hardly a fair fight despite the matching numbers. We had to get creative.

      Blair, Leo, and I all carried machetes and guns. Blair had a sniper rifle, I had some customized equipment, and we had a plan.

      My role was bait.

      I rolled up in my truck and made sure to rev the engine. The vamps heard me coming long before that, which was the point. As long as they were looking at me, they weren’t watching for reinforcements.

      I put my sunglasses on and slammed the door, then made plenty of noise walking toward the cabin, alert in case one of the vampires was on guard duty. Leo and Blair moved silently and got into position.

      The first vampire came from the right. Father Leo let him close on me, then stepped up from behind and sent the head flying from the body with a two-handed swing of his machete that coated me in spatter.

      The second vamp charged out the front door, moving fast. Blair shot him in the knee, and he went down. My blade finished him. A bullet to the torso doesn’t do much to a vampire, but even the undead need knees to move.

      The last vamp came to the door holding Phoebe as a shield. “Leave,” he snarled.

      The spotlights mounted to the cab of the truck flared to life—newly fitted with daylight bulbs. The vampire shrieked as his skin blistered. Phoebe ducked. Blair put a bullet through the bloodsucker’s forehead. Phoebe screamed and twisted free as I stepped up to slice that bastard right through the neck. I didn’t feel like taking any chances.

      Blair stayed in position in the cab of the truck with the lights on and her rifle ready.

      “Phoebe! You okay?”

      “Mark? Oh, God.” She took a deep breath and pulled herself together. “Come on—we’ve got to get the others.”

      The truck lights lit up the interior of the dingy cabin, revealing the three additional missing people. They huddled together in the farthest corner, shaking in terror. Except for Phoebe, all of them were blindfolded. I was covered in blood and carrying a dripping machete—and there were three headless bodies in the yard—so I was thankful for small favors.

      “Keep your blindfolds on,” I ordered. “The less you see, the less dangerous knowledge you possess.”

      “This is…my friend,” Phoebe sounded remarkably sane. “He’s here to save us. Come on. The bad men are gone.”

      They don’t realize they were kidnapped by vampires.

      “You want us to go with him? How do we know he’s not going to kill us?” one of the young women asked, and I had to admit it was a fair question.

      “Scouts’ honor,” I pledged. “I’m here with a priest and a sniper. This is a rescue—we need to get gone.”

      I had no idea whether more vampires were part of the kidnapping ring, and I didn’t want to find out the hard way.

      Phoebe helped shepherd the others out into the yard and blinked at the bright lights. Blair left them on to create a vampire-free safe zone. Father Leo and I got the guy and the other two young women into the bed of the truck. They hadn’t been held prisoner long, but I could see the signs of shock in their pallor and the way they trembled.

      “It’ll be okay,” Phoebe reassured them as she climbed in to join them, even though she looked like she was holding on to control by her fingernails.

      “I’ll ride back here with them,” Blair volunteered, settling in and making room for Phoebe beside her.

      Leo and I hauled the heads and bodies into the cabin and made a quick search for identification or any clue to who the vamps might be working with. We took their wallets and phones as well as a tablet computer in a satchel, then set the building and bodies on fire with the gasoline I kept in the truck for “emergencies.”

      Leo rode shotgun as I drove the truck back the way we had come, going as fast as I dared without tossing our passengers from the bed. I didn’t turn off the spotlights until we were back to the main road, once I felt reasonably sure we weren’t going to be run to ground by any other vampires.

      “What now?” Father Leo asked. We’d only planned as far as the rescue.

      “Now I call Louie and arrange a drop-off. We’ll drive them to a parking lot, put Phoebe in charge, and back off far enough that Louie can say he didn’t see us. He ‘finds’ them and gets to be the hero; we avoid awkward questions.”

      “Works for me,” Leo replied with a shrug.

      We watched from the shadows until we were certain Louie had the kidnap victims safely in custody, then took back roads home, staying under the speed limit. Louie understands what we do, but very few other cops did, and I had no desire to spend the night in jail.

      When we got to the cabin, I parked in back. Blair had avoided the blood spatter, so she went into the kitchen to start answering questions. Leo and I entered through the rear door, giving us a chance to wash the worst of the gore from our skin and hair in the laundry sink and change into clean clothing from the stash I kept handy for nights like this.

      Once we looked human again, we walked into the living room, where Carl and the others mobbed us, desperate for answers.

      “She’s safe, and so are the others,” I told them. “The vampires are gone. We’ll figure out where they came from and who sent them tomorrow.”

      “Phoebe called. I told her I’d come to get her as soon as you were home,” Chiara said. She stood next to Blair, their hands clasped together white-knuckled. Chiara had her coat and purse ready to go.

      “Bring her back here. Tell her I said she was awesome,” I told Chiara. She gave a stressed half-smile and nodded, then went to her car, and I heard the rumble of the engine fade as she headed toward town.

      Carl went to fix sandwiches for Leo and me while Blair went to clean up, and I answered the rapid-fire questions from Jon, Scott, and Kayla. I could see how scared they were—for Phoebe and at the realization that none of them were truly safe.

      “We’re going to figure out what’s going on,” I promised them. “In the meantime, don’t take chances. Try not to be alone. Stay away from people you don’t know. It won’t have to be like this forever, but until we understand what the game is and who’s playing, a little paranoia is a good thing.”

      As I talked to the others, Leo made quiet phone calls in the kitchen and checked the wardings and protections on the cabin. Demon glommed onto me, and I figured he picked up on everyone’s feelings even if he didn’t understand the reasons.

      I finished my sandwich and carried the plate out to the kitchen, eyeing the cabinet where I kept the whiskey. With a sigh, I did the responsible thing and grabbed another soda from the fridge as Leo finished his call.

      “Chiara should be able to hack the electronics,” I said while he ate. “The ID in the wallets could be fake—or they might have been arrogant enough to think they didn’t need to worry.”

      “They’re vampires. Of course the IDs are fake. Question is, how recently did they invent their identities? And more to the point—who are they working for?” Leo replied over a mouthful of sandwich.

      “We need to look into those two names Smith gave us—Donovan and Cuthbert,” I replied. “They seem like the most likely suspects.” I paused. “Do you think anyone is going to come after the kidnap victims again?”

      Leo pushed away his empty plate. “The blindfolds mean they didn’t get a look at anyone, and the vamps who took them are dead. I think they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. At least, I hope so.”

      “The kidnappers didn’t take them for food. We know Phoebe has abilities. I’m betting the others do too, and that this is part of the trafficking problem. So were the vampires independent traffickers looking to sell to the highest bidder or part of an organized ring?”

      “My money is on the latter,” Leo replied, keeping his voice low to not freak out the kids. “I think this is just the beginning.”

      I heard Chiara’s car coming up the driveway. The kids crowded into the kitchen along with Demon to welcome Phoebe home.

      “Give her some space, folks,” I cautioned. “She’s been through a lot, and now that the danger’s over, she’s entitled to an overdue freak-out.”

      Chiara entered first, with Phoebe a few steps behind, looking more reserved than I’d ever seen her. Her hair was a tangled mess, and I could see dried tear tracks on her cheeks, but she managed a wan smile for her friends, who gathered her into a group hug. Demon squeezed his way between their legs so that he didn’t miss out on the action.

      Leo, Blair, and I stood back, letting the kids have their moment. Phoebe looked dazed, but she was holding together, utterly badass.

      She looked right at us. “Thank you for saving us. I knew you’d come—if you realized I was missing.”

      “Glad we got there.” I tried not to think about all the ways things could have gone wrong.

      Phoebe peeled off her coat and walked into the living room, surrounded by the others, who all moved in unison. She gave me a pleading look. “Okay if I take a shower? I just want to get that place off my skin.”

      “C’mon,” Chiara told her at my nod. “I know where everything is. I can get you set up.” They disappeared down the hallway.

      I intended to do the same once things calmed down. I could still smell blood, and my scalp itched where my hair was stiff from stuff I didn’t want to think about.

      By the time Phoebe was back, I had a couple of frozen pizzas in the oven, bags of chips with dip on the table with a twelve-pack of soda, and cookies from Chiara’s coffee shop on the counter.

      Stressed-out twenty-somethings eat like locusts. They carried the spoils into the living room and made a big nest of pillows, blankets, and cushions, then piled together like puppies. I figured they’d sleep like that and didn’t blame them.

      Once Chiara got everyone settled and checked to see if they needed anything, she and Blair retreated to the kitchen with Leo and me, and we broke out the whiskey. We all needed to take the edge off.

      “They’re welcome to stay here for a couple of days,” I said. “I can make a food run. The WiFi’s good, and there’s safety in numbers.”

      “All of them work remotely, so I’ll let them know. Blair and I can also take turns bringing in food and being on guard, so it’s not all on you, Mark,” Chiara volunteered.

      “Just keep the cookies coming, and we can get through anything,” I replied, only half-joking.

      “It’s going to take a while to work through all the clues related to the kidnapping, so in the meantime, how about a road trip to Sin City?” Father Leo asked, sipping his Jack Daniels.

      “Vegas is out of our territory, Padre.”

      “Not Vegas. Boyers.”

      “Boyers?” Chiara, Blair, and I echoed in unison.

      Leo nodded. “The area was big for limestone mining until the 1950s. There’s a huge old mine that’s been turned into a semi-secret data storage facility for the government. But smaller mines existed, and when they closed, people forgot about them. Apparently, some entrepreneurial spirit refurbished one into an underground betting palace that’s actually underground.”

      “How are we just now finding out about this?” Gambling wasn’t my thing, but I couldn’t believe something that major managed to stay so quiet.

      “Probably because you don’t know the ‘right’ people,” Leo replied, chuckling. “It’s no secret in the gambling communities. I’ve had a couple of parishioners worried about family members running up debt.”

      “Interesting, but how is that our problem?” Blair asked. “The Mob usually runs a tight ship.” She glanced at her wife. “No offense intended.”

      Chiara shrugged. “None taken.” Everyone knew Chiara’s extended family were also Family.

      “That’s not who runs it,” Leo replied. “Occulatum intelligence hasn’t gotten to the bottom of all the false names and shell companies. We think someone with magic and knowledge is using psychics to cheat at the tables and that in the lower levels, there are cryptid cage fights. Rumor has it there’s a succubus and a siren running a phone sex operation.”

      “Well, it’s definitely one of the more interesting cases,” I replied. “What’s the plan?”

      Father Leo managed a tired grin. “Tomorrow night, you and I go out on the town.”
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      And that’s how I ended up on a gambling binge with a priest.

      “Setting up a casino had to cost a lot of money,” I said as Leo and I drove to the mine. “Who’s got the deep pockets? Donovan and Cuthbert again? They have to know about the trafficking.”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Leo replied. “But the usual suspects aren’t involved. Simon Giordano sent word by his strega that this is not one of their businesses.”

      “Interesting. They know of it, but they haven’t tried to shut it down? Doesn’t sound like the way Giordano usually handles his territory.” Giordano was well-known as the local Mob don. I’d crossed paths with him once, confirming my suspicion that he was a well-mannered hoodlum in a good suit.

      “Giordano is a clever SOB. He might be biding his time to see if it’s profitable and then strike a deal. He might also let them absorb the set-up risk and build the audience, and then roll out a bigger, better competitor and eat their lunch,” Father Leo spitballed.

      “Or maybe he just wants us to do his dirty work for him.”

      “Or that.”

      “So what’s the plan?”

      Leo sighed. “You keep asking that like there is one.”

      “I live in hope.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.” Leo shrugged. “For now, go in and get eyes on the operation. We won’t get past the normal stuff—typical casino tables and betting. But if we stay sharp, we might get a clue about the hidden areas.”

      I wasn’t happy about going down into a mine. Closed spaces made me nervous, and I liked having a choice of exits. Being far below the surface seemed like a bad idea.

      “If they’re able to keep people with abilities and cryptids against their will, what’s to say they won’t recognize us for who we are?”

      “We’re hunters, not mages. Neither of us have any ‘talent.’”

      “Smile when you say that.”

      “Magic. You knew what I meant. There’s nothing to sniff out on us. We’ll get an idea of the scale and scope and then decide how to bring in reinforcements,” Leo said.

      So here I sat in my best suit next to a priest in a tuxedo, the most unlikely buddy flick ever.

      The casino capitalized on speakeasy allure with a nondescript entrance remarkable because it takes money to look that artfully plain. A wooden outcropping built onto the cliffside provided a door and sentry station. The doorman screened for the password, which changed daily.

      I didn’t ask how Leo knew, and he didn’t volunteer the information. Priests work in mysterious ways.

      We took an elevator to a lower floor. The air smelled of cigarette smoke, mingled colognes, and a sharp scent I thought of as desperation.

      Inside, the casino looked remarkably upscale for being built in a cave. Someone had dropped a lot of money to create an opulent place for people to lose their shirts.

      At least we’re not spending our own money.

      Father Leo had pulled enough money out of the petty cash allowance the Occulatum gives him for us to put on a good show. I started with the slot machines while Leo went for the craps table.

      The machines were not for high rollers, but I figured they were my best bet to size up the rank and file gamblers.

      “You picked a lucky machine.” The man at the next one-armed bandit looked up when I sat down.

      “Oh yeah? Then why didn’t you switch?”

      He smiled and patted the slot machine in front of him. “I wouldn’t cheat on my girl.”

      Alrighty.

      My neighbor was a doughy guy, pasty-faced like he didn’t see the sun often. He didn’t have a toned enough body to be a vampire—undeath apparently is better than any gym membership for improving physique.

      Gamblers weren’t chatty people. They kept the focus on their game and relied on complex superstitions to abet their luck. Still, curiosity was a temptress, and I knew gamblers also gossiped if I could just get in on the conversation.

      I played for an hour, then got up and stretched. Looking bored didn’t require acting. I really never understood the appeal. “Is there anything more interesting going on around here? Something fun?”

      The guy at the next machine shrugged, only sparing a fraction of his attention. “Dunno. This is what I come for.”

      Figures.

      “But up at the bar, I heard a couple of guys talking, and they said that if you’re willing to bet big, there are hidden levels.”

      “Sounds like a video game.”

      The guy shrugged. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Me, I figured that was part of the draw.”

      “Depends on the video game, I guess.”

      I made my way to the bar and ordered a beer. The man on the next barstool grunted in response to my greeting, but when I didn’t leave, he leaned in, suddenly chummy after knocking back a couple of shots.

      “I hear that you can bet on fights that they’d never carry on the UFC if you get to the right club level. Not just mixed martial arts, but real bare-knuckle games, with fighters who aren’t the usual.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I’ve found that playing naive and clueless gains more information than coming in like a boss and trying to intimidate people. Fortunately, I have the face for it.

      “Haven’t you ever wanted to see a real fight? One that wasn’t just a big production fixed in advance?” His eyes glowed with bloodlust. “You know all that stuff on TV is fake, right?”

      Wrestling isn’t real? I’m crushed.

      “But back in the day, you could find secret, off-the-grid fights that weren’t fixed,” he continued. “They didn’t throw the outcome, and no one knew what was going to happen until it happened.”

      I didn’t like the eagerness to see bloodshed that I saw in his eyes. He was the kind of guy who couldn’t hold his own in a rumble but enjoyed seeing someone else get the shit beat out of them. I struggled to keep my expression neutral.

      “I hear that if you bet big enough, they’ve got fancy matches that have monsters killing monsters,” he confided. “Fights to the death.”

      “Why would anyone agree to fight like that?” I asked.

      “Money. Glory. Fame. The purse is huge.”

      “How do you get in on the action?” I tried to look greedy but figured I’d settle for pathetic.

      “Gotta know the right people and be able to stake at least ten-k. At least, that’s what they say.”

      “How do you find them?”

      He waved the bartender over and motioned for another shot, which he slammed back and then paused to savor the burn.

      “You’ve got to be good for the money and have a strong stomach,” he said. “If there’s a secret handshake, nobody that I’ve met has heard about it.”

      I hung around for a while longer, hoping to pick up more gossip, but when no one else chimed in on the conversation, I took my beer and wandered.

      I left the clanging, neon-saturated slot machines behind and walked toward the more sedate tables. Poker, blackjack, craps, and roulette had plenty of players and onlookers. Aside from our weekly poker game, most gambling made me too anxious to enjoy the experience. I worked hard for my money, and the near-certainty of losing a bet canceled out the high of possibly winning a jackpot.

      Father Leo looked completely at ease at the craps table. He wasn’t wearing his clerical collar, so he fit right in. I knew any winnings would be donated to charity, and I wondered if he’d do well enough to attract an invitation to bigger games.

      I kept moving since I didn’t want to attract attention. Stopping to lose a few hands at blackjack gave me a reason to stand where I could keep an eye on the cage, the place where chips were exchanged for money. I was trying to figure out where the big spender VIP rooms might be and the locations of the entrance to the secret levels.

      If the casino owners used psychics—willing or not—to rig games of chance, did they have witches on the payroll too? A talented witch could nudge a crowd to play longer, bet higher, feel more confident. Subtle emotional manipulation could boost the length of time people stayed, how much they spent, and their comfort with taking risks.

      I don’t have any magic of my own, but over the years that I’ve been hunting monsters, I’ve gotten good at observation. As I meandered around the casino, I watched the crowd, and I also looked for who else was keeping an eye on the customers.

      I felt sure that a couple of the bouncers were werewolves. One of the guys in the cage moved with a grace I’d rarely seen except in dancers—and vampires. That didn’t surprise me, and it made good business sense.

      I saw a man move through the crowd like he owned the place and wondered if he might be Donovan. The way people fawned on him was the closest I’d ever come to seeing someone kiss a Mob boss’s ring. Some of the customers crowded around him like he was a celebrity, while others stepped back to clear the path. He feigned indifference, but I could see how he fed on the adulation.

      That’s got to be Donovan.

      I tried to keep an eye on him, figuring he’d lead me to the secret levels, but the crowd closed behind him, and I lost sight. Moments later, the casino floor went back to its anxious, alcohol-fueled normal.

      Then I spotted someone I felt sure was a witch. He appeared to be in his early forties, and he moved with the arrogance of harnessed power. The man wore a tux that looked custom-made, dressed a step up from the floor bosses, who I noticed got out of his way or veered to avoid him.

      He didn’t pause to observe the games or the dealers, which meant he wasn’t one of the bosses. Even the were-bouncers kept well clear. He didn’t speak to anyone, just kept walking in slow circles around the casino, and I realized after I watched for a while that his path had a pattern.

      Maybe I was right about the magic. He’s walking an invisible labyrinth, working a spell.

      The longer we stayed, the twitchier I felt. Maybe it was that since I had glimpsed the supernatural underpinnings, my self-preservation instincts kicked in and warned me to get the hell out of Dodge.

      I didn’t feel watched, but I feared that might change. Attracting attention wouldn’t be good. Fortunately, Leo and I were due to leave, and as far as I was concerned, it wasn’t a moment too soon.

      Don’t hurry. I reminded myself to “fly casual.” I sipped my beer and headed back toward the slot machines, hoping I managed to amble instead of looking like I was making an escape.

      I didn’t think anyone was paying attention, but looking around to see would defeat the effort. Since no one moved to stop me, I kept going. My winnings were negligible, and even if they weren’t, I didn’t intend to waste time cashing out.

      I’d lost sight of Father Leo, but I didn’t think searching for him right now would be a good idea. Stick to the plan.

      The stairway felt longer leaving than entering. I wondered if that was part of the spell, a subtle incentive to stay and return to the betting. I forced myself to keep going, step after step, and wondered when the enchantment would let me go—and when, precisely, it had taken hold.

      The doorman made no move to stop me when I reached the top. He merely nodded and held the door open for me. As soon as I stepped outside, I felt a blast of cold wind scouring away the last gentle tendrils of compunction.

      I’d be lying if I said that, just for a moment, I didn’t miss it.

      What if the casino isn’t just a gambling emporium? What if it’s more complicated—an ecosystem woven together with magic? All that delicious desperation and greed might sate entities that feed on emotions. Casual gamblers might feel welcome and relaxed from the network of spells.

      But gambling addicts might find the magic to be a siren’s song, satisfying all the hungers they sought to quell with regular betting, only more so. If my guess was right, then the casino operated like a snare and a psi-vamp, and it would eventually drain the most vulnerable prey dry.

      The whole operation was sinister and brilliant.

      To my surprise, Father Leo was already at the truck. “I was starting to think I might need to go in and pull you out,” he said, and to my surprise, the priest looked worried.

      “I started out early, ahead of our time.”

      “Check your watch. You’re fifteen minutes late.”

      I knew without needing to look that Leo would be right and didn’t feel like sticking around. We drove away and didn’t speak until the casino was out of sight.

      “Fuck. How did that happen?” But I knew as soon as I spoke. “Spells.”

      “Yeah. You picked up on that too?”

      “I think I know which one is the witch. Thought I spotted Donovan himself—and some weres and at least one vamp.” I shared my flash of insight about the spell’s effect, and Leo nodded.

      “Your theory’s a good one and plausible,” Leo replied. “Which means the operation is a definite danger, and that puts it under our purview with the Occulatum.”

      “Except we’re not supposed to tell them.” I sighed. “We always said that there’d be a situation where the Occulatum squared off against the Sinistram and C.H.A.R.O.N. I guess this is it.”

      “Seems that way.”

      “We’re outnumbered. Even if we could handle the creatures, we don’t know what the psychics and witch can do.” I take plenty of risks, but I’ve stayed alive knowing how much is too much. “We might not need an army, but we do need a tactical team beyond you, me, and Blair.”

      “I called Joe Mack while I was waiting,” Leo replied. “Expanded the overview I had given him and filled him in on what happened tonight. We’re going to need help if we want to shut down the casino and the drug ring. Joe said he’d be here first thing in the morning. I told him we’d have breakfast at the rectory. He said he’d bring reinforcements.”

      “A witch?”

      Leo shrugged. “Joe said he’d bring a whale.”
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      Meeting at the rectory was a good idea since my cabin was overrun with guests. I didn’t regret providing a sanctuary, but since I was used to living with just Demon for company, the chaos made it difficult to think.

      It also didn’t hurt to have the discussion with Joe and Leo out of earshot of the others. I felt responsible for Carl and the “kids,” and we were dealing with a new level of threat that went beyond spooky monsters. They weren’t ready for this. Chiara and Blair had willingly signed on to hunt, but if my suspicions were valid, the game had suddenly gotten much bigger—and more dangerous.

      I didn’t want to drag them into something they weren’t ready to fight.

      After I’d made sure there were enough supplies for breakfast, and a pot of coffee brewed and ready, I fed Demon and then headed over to Father Leo’s church.

      When I pulled into the lot, I saw an unfamiliar late-model pickup and a black SUV that all but screamed “government issue,” and I worried that Smith and Jones were back. That made me hesitate, but only until I saw Father Leo lean out of the door and beckon for me to come in.

      Three people I didn’t know sat at the table in the rectory’s modest kitchen. A red-haired woman in a tailored pantsuit sat next to a man who took his fashion cues from David Bowie and Billie Porter. The other man had broad shoulders and strong arms like a steelworker, and I assumed he was Joe, although while we’d talked on the phone over the past few months, our paths hadn’t crossed in person before this.

      “Mark, I’d like you to meet Joe Mack, Jenna Anderson, and Adrian Harris,” Father Leo said. “Everyone, this is Mark Wojcik.”

      Before I could open my mouth to ask questions, Leo barreled right along. “Joe, Jenna, and Adrian played a big role in stopping Willis Osborn in Cleveland, so they not only know what went down, they know what worked—and what didn’t. Plus they’ve done more digging into the drug trade, so they have intel we need to know.”

      “You might have heard a bit about Joe. He made a bargain with an ancient Slavic god and picked up some useful abilities,” Leo continued.

      I’d heard that Joe sold his soul for vengeance as he lay dying during the Homestead Strike back in 1892. His bargain had given him some of the god’s magic and made him nearly immortal.

      “I’m with the Supernatural Secret Service,” Jenna volunteered. “In case you were wondering.”

      “Which means access to information, weapons, and help handling the authorities, if we need it,” Leo added.

      Well, that explains the black SUV with dark windows. Is she going to be as much of a pain in the ass as Frick and Frack?

      “And this is Adrian,” Leo went on. “he’s got a knack for finding things out and a whole different set of connections to grease the skids and open doors.”

      Adrian seemed like a peacock among pigeons, and I couldn’t imagine him ever blending in. Maybe he didn’t have to.

      “I’m rich, and my family owns a data mining company. Both come in handy,” Adrian replied with an elegantly arched eyebrow. “I like taking calculated risks, breaking rules, and telling the oligarchy to fuck off.”

      “Good to know,” I said. “I’m Mark. I shoot things that need to be shot.”

      Leo motioned for me to have a seat at the table. “Pour yourself some coffee and grab a donut. We have work to do.”

      Father Leo joined us and grabbed a maple donut for himself. He closed his eyes as he chewed, savoring every bite, and then washed it down with coffee.

      “Now, let’s get down to business,” he said when he opened his eyes. He looked to Jenna. “Tell Mark the short version of what you told me.”

      “Now that Osborn is out of the way, I’ve been tracking who took over. Osborn didn’t have a second-in-command after his brother died, so at the moment, there are a bunch of mid-level lieutenants all jockeying for position,” Joe replied. “They split up the territory among themselves—at least for now.”

      “The Service has been trying to connect the paranormal trafficking rings in New York and Charleston—and on the Darke Web—with the supernatural drug cartels. We knew the Osborn brothers were big players in the Midwest, and we suspected that some of their fellow coven members had a hand in the drug business,” Jenna said.

      The Darke Web used ensorcelled encryption to provide a place supernatural creatures and people with magic could deal more freely. Like its mundane counterpart, the Darke Web was home to a lot of shady dealings.

      “But there’s a difference between suspecting and proof. A team of supernaturally-savvy private investigators has been gathering evidence, but it’s slow going. The bastards know how to cover their tracks, and between their magic and their extended lifespans, they have a head start when it comes to knowing how to hide,” Jenna added.

      “We have money, weapons, skilled backup at HQ—and a gold-plated ‘get-out-of-jail-free’ card,” Jenna went on, with a smile that offered collaboration and camouflaged a razor-sharp mind.

      “I can see the advantage,” I allowed, not willing to be won over too easily.

      “Another point of intersection—Willis Osborn supplied some of his para-tropic pharmaceuticals to the US government for skunkworks off-the-books projects for decades,” Jenna continued. “We know C.H.A.R.O.N. is behind some of them—especially one at Fort Henry that even we can’t crack into. But you’ve seen enough movies to have an educated guess.”

      I really didn’t like the sound of that and glanced at Father Leo. He nodded, and the playfulness from a few moments ago was gone from his face. Fuck. This was bigger and badder than I expected.

      An engine rumbled outside, and I glanced out the window to see an unfamiliar sedan park beside my truck.

      “We have a new ally—someone Joe’s worked with before,” Father Leo said as I watched a balding middle-aged man get out of the car and make his way toward the rectory.

      “Welcome,” Leo said as the newcomer entered.

      “Everybody—this is Ralph Vernon. He’s a braucher—Pennsylvania Dutch folk magic,” Joe said. “I worked with his great-great-uncle once upon a time.”

      Ralph looked a little overwhelmed at being the center of attention, but he managed to smile in reply. “Hi. Glad to be here.”

      I picked up a hint of what around here gets called an “Amish accent.” If Ralph was Pennsylvania Dutch from the Reading side of the state, that would account for it.

      “I’ve heard of brauchers but never met one before,” I said, truly curious. I knew it was a German folk witch tradition and that the power was real. We had a friendly coven a few towns over who had helped us out now and again, but having a witch on the team to deal with the current mess could be a real advantage.

      “Ralph’s lent a hand on some cases, ones that needed a different kind of magic from what Johnny Laveccia practices,” Joe added. I recognized Johnny’s name—and knew he was a strega from a Cleveland Mob family.

      “Since we weren’t entirely sure about the involvement of the local Mob, I figured Johnny was too recognizable. There’s no reason for anyone around here to recognize Ralph, and his magic is a bit more subtle,” Joe said.

      Ralph snorted in amusement. “Subtle. Sure, we can go with that.”

      “Seems like we’ve got a lot of firepower here, just to shut down a gambling operation,” I observed. The tightness in my gut told me things were about to get messy.

      “The gambling and fight club are a nuisance, and it funnels money into dark pockets,” Jenna said. “The owners of those pockets are the bigger problem. The casino is the ‘retail outlet.’ But the people who create the para-tropic drugs and their distributors—they’re the big fish. If we shut down the casino before we know who’s behind it, we miss the real score.”

      “Do you have any intel on either of those?”

      “Some,” Jenna replied. “We think the local production is being done at the old TNT plant in Geneva. You know the place?”

      I nodded. “Shot the ghost of a Nazi sniper off the water tower there a while back. Everyone who grew up around here snuck into the old plant at least once. Rite of passage.”

      “The Keystone Ordnance Works had been built during World War II and sat abandoned for decades after the need for it had ended. A few investors tried to buy parts of it for factories, but no one succeeded,” Jenna replied.

      “That made it attractive for someone with something to hide,” Adrian spoke up. “Here’s where the hacking and data mining come in handy. We’ve been running every scrap of information we can find to look for linkages. The data never lies—sometimes it just has to be persuaded.” Adrian shifted in his seat, looking completely at ease, confidence that didn’t need to be cocky. He didn’t strike me as someone with something to prove.

      Jenna opened her laptop and called up drone footage from the old TNT plant. She narrated what we were seeing, giving me a better sense for the complex than I’d gotten from maps or from prior visits. We brainstormed where to enter the compound, how best to avoid patrols, and the best routes in and out.”

      “We’ve narrowed down the most likely buildings to be the lab and warehouse,” Jenna told us. “Before we make the raid, we’ll have that information confirmed. The drone flies at noon when the vampires are least likely to be outside. So far, we haven’t picked up any human heat signatures. We also landed another drone in the scaffolding for the water tower, where it can see most of the complex. I’ve got people reviewing the footage. We’ll get what we need.”

      “Is Giordano in on it?” I asked. He was the top of the food chain in these parts, at least as the human monsters went.

      “Complicit, maybe. But not in charge. He’s clever enough to avoid a fight he can’t win. Milton Cuthbert and Cal Donovan have claimed this region,” Adrian said. “The most dangerous enemies are always the hidden ones. They don’t draw attention to themselves, they gather power with blackmail and influence, and they become the puppet masters. Cuthbert is that sort of man—and Donovan is his right hand.”

      “Isn’t Cuthbert the guy who parlayed the small family tool and die shop he inherited into a supply chain juggernaut?” Leo asked. “The name rings a bell, but you’re right that he keeps a low profile.”

      “That’s him. If he draws notice, it’s for supporting a charity or bringing new jobs to the area. All a calculated facade,” Adrian explained. “Jenna and I caught wind of him about six months ago, right as the trafficking situation cracked wide open. We’d heard rumors on the pharmaceutical side, but they buried their tracks well. It took a while to dig through the layers.”

      “And you think Cuthbert is Mister Big?” I hated finding out something this large was going on in my backyard, and we didn’t have a clue.

      “He has the distribution know-how and connections from his legitimate businesses,” Jenna chimed in. “He also has a steady legal cash flow, and the casino brings in untraceable cash that can get diverted elsewhere.”

      “And Donovan?”

      “He’s Cuthbert’s plausible deniability,” Jenna replied. “His top lieutenant.”

      “Not a bad set-up,” Leo said, impressed despite himself. “The casino might be run like a speakeasy, but it’s got all the permits. Of course, those don’t say anything about having vampires, werewolves, or witches on staff.”

      “The VIP levels bring in cash,” Jenna replied, nodding. “Which goes right into the drugs. And that profit probably goes offshore—”

      “Into untraceable accounts,” I finished.

      Adrian flashed a brilliant smile. “Nothing’s untraceable, mate. Some things just take a bit more effort to find.” He looked like he relished the challenge.

      I got up, poured myself another cup of coffee, and then fixed Joe and Jenna with a look. “Taking out the scum at the top is important. But werewolves took Carl, and vampires grabbed Phoebe—probably to traffic them in both cases. So stopping the rank and file matters to me. Otherwise, they’ll just find a new boss, and nothing changes.”

      “I have no problem with that,” Jenna said. “We’ll help. But we need to do this smart because once our cover is blown it gets harder. So we go have a first-hand look at that VIP level and get an idea of what’s involved. There might be cryptids to kill or rescue and trafficking victims to account for. We won’t know until we get a good look.”

      I turned to Adrian. “You’re the whale.”

      He chuckled. “A rather unflattering term, but accurate. I can buy my way into the high roller suites, and if they check me out, I’ll pass scrutiny. I’ll take you and Joe with me as bodyguards. Everyone else is on backup, in case this all goes horribly wrong.”

      “Well, at least we’re acknowledging the possibility. That’s progress. Usually we go marching into the abyss for a noble cause, and the devil take the hindmost.”

      Leo looked at me with a bemused frown. “You mangled that brilliantly.”

      “It’s what I do,” I replied with a shrug, hiding a smile. “My hidden talent.”

      I frowned as a sudden thought came to mind. “Won’t someone recognize me if I go back with Joe? Leo and I were just there.”

      “Not when I’m done with you,” Adrian assured me with a grin that promised trouble.
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      A few hours later, decked out in a tux that probably cost more than a year’s payments on my truck, I walked into the casino in Adrian’s wake.

      Adrian exuded supreme confidence. He wore a white tux—European styling—and a red opera cape draped dramatically from one shoulder. I worried that his look might cause a backlash, but no one said a word, even after he had passed them by.

      I could chalk that up to presence, confidence, or subtle magic—maybe a little of everything. Few people could pull it off, but Adrian made it look easy.

      Joe wore a tux as well, and given how broad his chest and shoulders were, I knew the monkey suit wasn’t off-the-rack. He looked a lot more comfortable than I felt, decked out like a cake topper. I hadn’t worn a tux to my senior prom or my wedding, but I guess it’s never too late. Too bad Sara can’t see me all cleaned up. Maybe Adrian will let me keep the tux. Enough silver necklaces and bracelets draped around my neck and wrists that I felt like an extra from Scarface, and clunky silver rings flashed on the fingers of each hand.

      Joe and Adrian were classy. I was, apparently, the street-tough member of the crew.

      Adrian strode up to the cage. Joe and I hung back just enough to provide privacy. I couldn’t hear what Adrian said, but I sure as hell saw the reaction. The man running the payout spoke on an intercom, while the guy I was certain was a vampire looked Adrian up and down, trying to figure out his angle.

      Someone on the other end of the intercom must have approved Adrian because the clerk said something to him and then pointed toward what I suspected was the door to the lower levels.

      “Right this way, sir. You’re expected,” a fawning man greeted Adrian once we were inside. He ignored us since we were “just” the bodyguards. That made our job easier. If the bigwigs thought we were unimportant, Joe and I were essentially invisible.

      “What’s exciting tonight?” Adrian asked as we walked. People stepped to the side to let Adrian go by like he was visiting royalty.

      “The games are especially spirited with the new lineup,” the concierge replied. “The VIP poker suite is always a good choice. And depending on your interests, we have other…diversions…available.”

      “Let’s start with the games,” Adrian replied as the concierge used a fob to open a locked door near the back of the casino. That revealed a corridor leading to a fancy elevator, and we all stepped inside.

      We knew that the casino would screen for listening or recording devices, as well as weapons or blatant magic. Joe was probably skating on thin ice just by virtue of what he was, god-blessed and all. If Adrian had abilities, they seemed to be more on the high charisma side, useful and perhaps harder for an outsider to recognize.

      That left me agreeing to let Ralph, the braucher witch, do a “seeing” spell. Whatever I saw, he saw and could report to Jenna and Leo. If this went seriously wrong, I doubted they’d get here in time to help with the fighting, but at least someone would know where to find the bodies.

      I just hoped I didn’t need to use the men’s room. Maybe I could close my eyes.

      The elevator was obviously a recent upgrade. Miners never traveled in this kind of style. The upstairs casino had that tawdry luxury I thought of as “bordello chic.” I didn’t have a lot of experience with expensive things, but what I’ve glimpsed taught me that old money was understated while new money went for flash. The casino reinforced that impression.

      As the elevator descended, the hair on the back of my neck rose. I don’t have magic, but my intuition works just fine. I wasn’t going to like where we were going.

      The doors opened into hell.

      A huge round chamber greeted us, carved from the limestone. Torches burned in sconces along the walls, casting flickering shadows over the bloodthirsty faces of the crowd who gathered to watch the fights.

      A heavily-reinforced fighting cage dominated the center of the chamber. The room stank of sweat and blood. Well-dressed patrons sat on the edge of their seats, screaming and cheering. Inside the cage, two men battled with inhuman strength. Werewolves—or shifters, at least.

      Even the front row seats were carefully positioned to avoid getting blood spatter on the fancy clothing of the customers who shrieked for the fighter’s death.

      I spotted Donovan on an upper tier, clearly a place of honor that let him see and be seen. Box seats to slaughter. He and a few guests cheered and shouted as fists flew in the cage and blood spilled. He hadn’t come to see a fight. He had come to watch an execution.

      My gorge rose, and I struggled not to lose my lunch. I hated casual cruelty and the arrogant entitlement that went with it. Hiding my thoughts took effort. I didn’t want to shut this down—I wanted to burn it to cinders.

      Can Ralph see? I hoped our link worked so that the witch could bear witness along with us.

      How did the creatures come to be here? Did they sign up for Fight Club willingly? And were they drugged to increase aggression and make them fight beyond their limits? I suspected that they were supplied by traffickers, forced into the games without consent, sold into mortal combat.

      I’d killed monsters, but I’d saved just as many. When I fought, it was to save lives, not for sport. I suspected that the men cheering on the fight would piss themselves and run for the hills if they ever faced combat themselves. That just made me hate them more.

      When we shut this hellhole down and stop the traffickers, I hope we find a way to make these fuckers pay.

      “Would you care to place a bet?” The concierge asked Adrian.

      He paused as if considering the offer. “Not tonight. Looks like quite the contest. Is it always like this?”

      “Oh yes,” our guide gushed. “There are two fights every weekend night—and sometimes special events by invitation. It’s not just wolfmen. We’ve had vamps a time or two, if you can believe that. Sometimes, I can’t even put a name to the things that fight in the cage, but it’s always a damn good show!”

      “And the winner—what’s the bounty?” Adrian asked, feigning interest.

      “He gets to fight a bigger, scarier motherfucker in the next round so our patrons can win a bigger purse,” the concierge assured him. “The bets are robust, but so is the payout. You won’t find as good a game anywhere else.”

      “Hmm. You make a persuasive case,” Adrian replied.

      “But perhaps your tastes run to something different tonight,” the concierge went on. “A companion for the evening, perhaps? We have all sorts, and every one very willing.”

      Procured and drugged, I translated. If I made it out of here without throwing up, it would be a minor miracle. Maybe I’d take my chance on the men’s room after all.

      “I think I’m more in the mood for poker,” Adrian said, taking a moment as if the decision hadn’t been made before we got here. “I heard you had more challenging games than the ones upstairs.”

      The concierge winked at him. “Oh yes, indeed. Higher stakes, bigger bets, and wagering against the very best players. It’s an experience not to be missed.”

      “Lead on,” Adrian commanded.

      We left the arena behind, although the jeers of the crowd echoed long after the torchlight faded. This corridor had electric light and expensive woodwork, clawing back a sense of civilization after exposing the true faces of their patrons in the firelight.

      A number of closed doors along this stretch suggested where the “companions” our guide had offered might be. I had no problem with adults doing whatever they pleased with whomever they wanted so long as all involved made their choices freely. I strongly doubted that’s what was happening here.

      Joe shot me a look, and I guessed that I wasn’t as expressionless as I thought.

      The concierge led us to a plush room filled with well-dressed men gathered at game tables. “New games start frequently—we have a bar and food to help you pass the time between.”

      “Thank you for your help.” Adrian spoke to our guide, scanning the room for familiar faces. I did the same, wondering if Ralph would recognize anyone through my eyes.

      Adrian gained a spot at a table within minutes. Joe and I hung just far enough back not to crowd the players. Watching the games around us confirmed that gambling made me bored and anxious. The sums they bet were astronomical by my standards, although Adrian appeared unruffled.

      After a while, Donovan and his guests burst into the room on a high from the blood sports. They laughed and joked like frat boys, oblivious to the glares that some of their well-heeled patrons shot their way at the disruption.

      Once they found their place at a reserved table near the back, they quieted, and the gaming room settled once more.

      Since my job was to observe, I spent some of the time watching Donovan. His designer clothes, expensive watch, and meticulous grooming made his wealth clear. He was reasonably good-looking, with the eyes of a killer. Even as he talked with his guests, his gaze held a calculation that made my blood run cold.

      If the house used magic or psychics to cheat, it wasn’t slowing Adrian’s roll. He did well, clearly combining skill and experience. To his credit, after he won several hands, Adrian shook his head on the next deal.

      “I do my best to quit when I’m ahead,” he said with a smile. Joe and I followed as he went to claim his winnings, watching Adrian’s back. The amount was large enough to turn even a wealthy man’s head. It would be a shame to come this far to get mugged over the payout.

      I looked up and realized that Donovan was watching us. That couldn’t be good.

      We had nearly reached the door when a voice spoke right behind us.

      “I know you.”

      We turned, and uneasiness flickered in Adrian’s eyes. I felt a flash of panic before I realized that the speaker wasn’t talking to either of us.

      A man I’d never seen before moved in front of Joe. He hid his pallor well, but I recognized a vampire when I saw one. And unfortunately, this vamp recognized Joe.

      “You were in Cleveland a very long time ago. Back when the Russians tried to bring the Czar back from the dead.” He looked at Joe like he was sizing up a puzzle. “Didn’t figure you for muscle.”

      Joe’s expression gave away nothing. “Then you figured wrong. The job suits me—and so does the money.”

      The vampire gave Joe a once-over that seemed to see down to his bones. “Reconsider,” he said, dropping his voice. “Whatever you think you’re going to do, it won’t work. Leave, and forget you were ever here.”

      We were attracting attention, even if the men at the gaming tables couldn’t hear us. Then again, if there were others like him with heightened senses, maybe we weren’t being stealthy.

      So many people were in tuxes that I couldn’t keep the guests straight from the employees. Was the vampire a patron—or one of the workers assigned to the high rollers? Did it matter?

      “I believe you’re blocking my bodyguard’s path.” Bless Adrian—he always seemed to know what to say. “We were just leaving.” Polite words in an icy tone made his mood clear.

      “Of course,” the man said and moved out of the way. I felt his gaze on us until the door closed.

      Another guide appeared as soon as we stepped into the corridor. “I trust your evening was enjoyable?”

      “Very. Always a pleasure to wager against good players,” Adrian replied smoothly.

      “If you would care to eat, we have an exclusive restaurant catering to the most exotic tastes,” the guide replied. “With an exceptionally-stocked bar as well.”

      “Not tonight, but thank you for letting us know,” Adrian said. “I fear I may have stayed too long at the poker table and made us late for our dinner engagement. If there is a more direct route to the casino, I’d be obliged if you can show the way.”

      I sensed some strain in Adrian’s civility and guessed that the vampire had rattled him.

      “Of course. This way, please.” The guide took us back to the fancy elevators by a different route, one that completely skirted the arena, which suited me fine. Even more closed doors lined the hallway, and I wondered if they were private betting games or rooms for a different sort of “sport,” but I didn’t really want to know.

      My gut tightened as we emerged from the elevator and crossed back into the main casino. Even Joe looked tense, although a stranger might not notice since, from what I’d seen, Joe generally looked like a pissed-off badass.

      Maybe it was my imagination, but where Adrian had drawn the attention when we entered, it seemed like more of the casino patrons followed Joe and me with their gaze, and my back itched like I had a target between my shoulder blades.

      The guide left us when we returned to the main area, and we didn’t dawdle or consider more games. If we could get back to the car without an incident, I’d count the mission as a success.

      I should have known our luck wouldn’t hold.

      Four men stood between us and Adrian’s Maserati. At first glance, I figured two vamps and two wolf shifters in human form. And me without my sawed-off and machete.

      “Your job is to get the car,” Joe murmured to Adrian. “Leave them to Mark and me.”

      “You made a mistake coming here.” The vampire from the VIP lounge spoke. I felt certain Donovan had sent them after us.

      “You’re making a bigger mistake getting in our way,” Joe replied, stepping forward. I moved up beside him while Adrian took a step back.

      I didn’t know whether Adrian was good with weapons, and I wasn’t sure if he had any fight training. We hadn’t been able to bring any of our guns or knives, which put him at a disadvantage. I’d seen Adrian dazzle mere humans with high-wattage charisma that was probably magic, but I doubted it would work the same way on these guys.

      While Joe kept them distracted, I took off my silver chains and wrapped them around my hands, except for the longest which I unclamped and could snap like a whip.

      The vampires and Joe went right. That left me the shifters. Good times.

      Joe muttered something I didn’t catch, and I felt a ripple of power that raised the hair on the back of my neck. One of the vamps went for his throat, only to break a fang as the magic of Joe’s patron god turned his skin to metal. He snapped the attacker’s neck with a twist of his wrist.

      I had enough trouble of my own. One of the shifters came at me while the other circled, waiting for me to turn my back. I lashed the silver chain toward the closest assailant, and it cracked across his face, leaving behind a broken nose and burning flesh.

      He stumbled back, and I swung a roundhouse punch at the second shifter and missed. He bared his fangs and sprang at me, and I kicked him hard in the nuts.

      The shifter went down to one knee. I swung again, and this time my silver-wrapped fist connected solidly with his chin. The large rings worked like brass knuckles, letting me double the damage by breaking bones and searing skin.

      He snarled, and claws extended from his fingers. Intentionally half-shifting let him draw on some of his lycan abilities, but it also increased the silver sensitivity. I lashed him with the long chain, driving him back a step. The other attacker lunged for my legs. I brought my fists down, driving the silver rings and wrapped chain against his wrist, and he fell away with a howl of pain.

      Joe had killed one vamp, but from what I glimpsed, he had his hands full with the other. I didn’t dare spare much attention, or I’d be dog food. Demon would never forgive me.

      I’d have given a lot right then for my Glock with silver rounds or a sharpened machete.

      Adrian stayed behind us, looking for his chance. When we drew the attackers away, Adrian bolted and threw himself into the Maserati. I wished his fancy car was tricked out like James Bond’s because a missile or two, or even machine guns, would have come in handy. I caught Adrian’s gaze through the windshield and knew he was up to something.

      And then there were headlights—Xenon headlights.

      Joe and I had averted our eyes so we weren’t blinded. The vampires shrieked at the artificial daylight, and the shifters stumbled, disoriented.

      We went for the kill. Joe rushed the vamp and broke its neck. That left two shifters and two of us—good odds for the first time today.

      The broken-nosed shifter eyed Joe and tried to sprint back to the door, but Joe’s got supernatural speed when he’s claiming his patron’s magic. He caught up to the shifter before he’d gone more than a few steps and pulled him back, then swung a pile driver that hit with the force of its namesake. I heard the man’s skull crack.

      I snapped the chain, striking the remaining shifter in the throat, making him stagger backward, directly in front of the Maserati.

      Adrian revved the engine and then the sports car lurched forward like a predator on the hunt, knocking the shifter to the ground and driving over him with a wet crunch then reversing to do it again. It might not kill the guy, but it definitely slowed him down.

      We were on borrowed time. The doorman must have seen the fight, although he might not have called for reinforcements until he realized his side was losing. We hadn’t exactly been quiet, and many of the people inside had enhanced hearing among their abilities.

      “Drive!” Joe roared as he and I hurtled into the backseat through opposite doors. I was still trying to close my door when the car accelerated, showing us just how fast it could go from zero to sixty.

      “You saved our asses,” I told Adrian. “Thank you.”

      “Life would be boring without you,” he replied without taking his eyes off the road. “And Jenna would kill me.”

      I thought his first statement was a pleasant fiction, but I didn’t doubt the truth of the second part at all.

      “Nice touch with the headlights,” Joe congratulated Adrian. “Of course, you’re going to need a thorough detailing to get the guts off the undercarriage.”

      “Remember what I let my baby do for you if you ever doubt my loyalty,” Adrian said fiercely. “I might need to have the car disassembled to make sure all the blood is gone.”

      I fell back against the seat, feeling the adrenaline slowly drain away. Nearly getting killed doesn’t seem to get easier with practice.

      “What now?” I sounded weary even to myself.

      “We regroup.” Despite being immortal, Joe sounded as haggard as I felt. “We line up reinforcements, and then we go for the source.”

      “Going for the source is great, but I want to firebomb the lower level of the casino.” I felt an odd mix of exhaustion and fury that almost made me giddy.

      “You’re going to argue that the civilians are complicit, and you’re right,” Joe replied, playing the voice of reason. “But the trafficked people and creatures deserve better. If we cut off the distribution and production, the VIP levels at the casino wither for lack of product.”

      I growled in response. He had a point, but I didn’t feel like admitting it. “What about that vampire who recognized you?” I switched subjects.

      “I don’t remember him. He mentioned Reading, and I worked a case there, but that was back in 1929. There’s been a lot of water under the bridge since then,” Joe replied. “No matter what he said, I think Donovan sent him to warn us off.”

      “Let’s take a moment to celebrate not being dead and then see if anyone’s turned up new information. We have good people working with us,” Adrian said. “We’ve got to be on our game because if we blow it, they’ll just set up shop somewhere else, and we’ll lose years trying to pick up their scent again.”

      Much as I chafed over the voices of reason, I knew Adrian was right. “Okay. But I get first dibs on the shower.”

      When we walked into my cabin, it had been transformed into a war room. Blair hummed a recent hit song as she readied a tray of snacks. I grabbed a handful of pizza rolls on my way in. Everyone clustered around us.

      “I saw everything and narrated for the others,” Ralph said. “Thank you, Mark, for letting me work the spell. How do you feel?”

      I’d forgotten about the seeing spell, but now that the emergency was finished, I wanted to have my noggin set to private again.

      “I thought I felt a strange shift when we walked in from the car,” I admitted. I might have imagined it, or it could have been a trick of too much stress and too little sleep.

      “The spell ended when you crossed the threshold,” Ralph told me. “Once you catch your breath, I have some thoughts on what I saw.”

      “There’s plenty to tell,” Father Leo told the others. “Let them get changed, don’t eat all the food before they get back, and then they can fill us in.”

      I felt slightly more human after a shower. Adrian let me go first so I could go back to the debriefing sooner, although I really thought he wanted to luxuriate under the water pressure longer.

      Joe, Adrian, and I gave a recap of the evening’s events to Father Leo and the others. When we finished, I looked at Ralph. “Your turn.”

      “You’re right about the casino being spelled. I could sense it even through the link. I think the theory about it creating a compunction to stay for those who are most susceptible is likely true. And it’s certainly possible that creatures that feed on energy could get a high from the emotions of the crowd,” Ralph said.

      “If Donovan is a vampire himself—and maybe Cuthbert, too—then they might have paranormal creatures as patrons as well as victims,” he added.

      I hadn’t considered that, but it made sense. “Guess he’s an equal-opportunity exploiter.” My yawn took me by surprise, but I was dead on my feet.

      “Let’s call it quits for today,” Father Leo said. “I think we’ve had enough excitement.”

      “One of my people should have a data mining report for me by tomorrow that we need to review,” Adrian said as I passed through.

      “Great. As long as it’s not tonight. I’m toast.”
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      “Long night?” Adrian teased the next morning. He set up the video call as I downed another cup of coffee.

      “Yeah. And not the fun kind.” Morning came way too early.

      “My team scored some hits on the IDs for those vampires,” Adrian said. “They’ve also been monitoring the Darke Web for chatter about para-tropic drugs, trafficking, and underground gambling. Big surprise—they all go together.”

      “How do you get people at your data mining company to look up stuff about vampires?” Father Leo asked.

      “We have a team that deals with paranormal and magical data,” Adrian replied as if it was the most normal thing in the world. “They’re discreet.”

      “Whatcha got?” A mouthful of pastry muffled my voice.

      “The vamps themselves weren’t anyone important—but they worked for Cal Donovan,” Adrian continued. “Donovan is likely a vampire himself—it’s rumored he sires his own enforcers.”

      “Shit.”

      “No kidding,” Adrian agreed.

      I had the computer set up in the kitchen, where the “grown-ups” were gathered. The “Kids” were either still asleep or watching TV in the other room.

      “With Osborn dead, Cuthbert and Donovan probably saw a way to move up,” Joe growled.

      “That fits with our intel as well,” Jenna confirmed.

      “I think the Occulatum’s either late to the game on this, or we’ve been kept away by C.H.A.R.O.N. and the Sinistram,” Father Leo mused. “Perhaps because the Occulatum will stop the drug cartels and trafficking. I’m not so sure that’s true about the other two groups.”

      “Bingo,” Adrian replied. “C.H.A.R.O.N. and Sinistram don’t care about the gambling—or even the cage matches. They’ll turn a blind eye to all of it if they get something out of the deal.”

      “Like what?” Chiara asked, but I felt the answer settle like lead in my belly.

      “Creatures and people with powers that they can experiment on,” I said, as the horror became clear in my mind. “And para-tropic drugs to use.”

      “Why?” Chiara paled, Joe nodded, and Father Leo muttered something that might have been a curse or a prayer.

      “Haven’t you been to the movies lately?” Jenna said with a bitter edge to her voice. “There are groups that will want to either enhance or dampen abilities. They’ll only see possibilities for profit or power, control, and weaponization.” She rubbed a hand down over her face. “Fuck, this is bad.”

      “I was hoping that, just for once, the comics wouldn’t predict the future,” I grumbled.

      “No such luck,” Adrian replied.

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling as ragged as I sounded. “Good report.”

      “Always happy to help save the world,” Adrian answered with a crooked smile.

      My inbox pinged. “It’s from Louie—my cop friend,” I said and opened the latest entry.

      “Got some under-the-table forensics back on the panel van,” I read aloud to the others. “They did find trace DNA. Some of it likely matches the victims. Some samples tested ‘invalid.’ As in, they weren’t human or animal. Guessing the WTFs are your vamps. Don’t know if that helps, but it’s what we were able to get.”

      I looked up. “Well, I guess it’s nice to have confirmation. Now—what are we going to do about it?”

      “We’ll need to run a two-pronged attack,” Jenna replied. “One team goes after the casino while the other takes out the lab and warehouse.”

      “It’s one thing to raid the top floor of the casino—but the real pay dirt is down below,” I objected. “Donovan has witches, vampires, and werewolves—and maybe an entity that feeds on greed and desperation. How do we get a team in and out without a bloodbath? There are likely to be trafficked victims who don’t deserve to die.”

      “We’re going to have to bring in some people from our Pittsburgh field office,” she said. “You’ll need Joe with you at the ordnance works. He can’t be in two places at once. Good thing we’ve got people with special skills on the bench.”

      “The casino can’t be warded against witches, or Donovan’s people couldn’t function,” she went on with confidence. “They get daily shipments of food and liquor. We get our early team in with deliveries. Then the witch places a ‘null magic’ sigil—temporary but effective. It’ll zero out his own ability to use magic for a while, but it blocks theirs as well.”

      Joe nodded, and while I found him difficult to read, it seemed like he approved of the idea. “If you strike in the late afternoon, you can minimize the collateral damage. We’re not looking to arrest the customers—we want the ones in charge, the trafficked psychics, and others.”

      “Exactly,” Jenna replied, leaning back with a grin. “We’ll have vampires and werewolves with us to handle Donovan’s players. Going in at twilight means the vampires can function, but we’re still early for the evening rush. Once we identify Donovan’s witches, ours can put nullification amulets on them so they won’t power up when the sigil fades. Our people get their power back—his don’t.”

      I glanced at Father Leo, uneasy about the raid but unable to fault Jenna’s logic. Given Donovan’s supernatural allies, using witches to negate other witches might be the only option. But Jenna’s plan depended on a streak of good luck that didn’t seem to favor us. There might not be a better strategy, but this was far from a slam dunk.

      “Do you have any good fortune goblins or charms to give us better odds?” I asked. I tried to make it a joke, but even I knew it fell flat. “It’s a long shot.”

      “We’re used to it,” Jenna replied. “Long shots are the only kind of shots we have.”
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      While you plan the attack, I’m going to spend the morning at the shops and make a grocery run,” Chiara said. “Donny’s been keeping an eye on things, but I need to check inventory and take care of some other stuff in person. Then I’ll run some errands.” Donny was their dog-shifter security guard. “The ‘locusts’ are going to be hungry again, and our best shot at keeping them here is plying them with food and streaming video.”

      “Be careful.” Blair gave her a quick kiss.

      “I promise I won’t take chances.” Chiara grabbed her keys and coat and gave us a cheery wave as she headed for the door. “I’ll have Donny when I’m at the shop, and the errands are all in public. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      Blair watched her go to her car and stared out the window until the truck was out of sight before she returned her attention to the discussion.

      “Well, let’s get to planning,” I said. “What’s that saying about needing to drive the devil?”

      Leo rolled his eyes, grinning. “It’s ‘needs must when the devil drives.’ You obviously haven’t watched enough British mysteries.”

      I’d have flipped him off, but he’s a priest, so I flicked my chin instead. “Whatever. C’mon—we’ve got work to do.”

      Phoebe and the others stayed in the living room, which told me they knew shit had gotten real, and they were giving the “grown-ups” space. I knew they’d help if they could, but for now, I intended to keep them well clear of the danger. They’d already been through enough.

      “My team will go for the casino—like we talked about before, we’ve got a couple of witches who should be able to handle pretty much anything, plus operatives who can deal with the vampires and werewolves,” Jenna said, bringing my attention back to business.

      I fixed her with a look. “What about the cage-fight cryptids? If they were captured and forced into it, they aren’t at fault.”

      “The orders will be ‘capture, not kill’ as long as the cryptids don’t attack my people. We’ll identify ourselves,” Jenna told me. “If they surrender, they’ll be fine. We’ll process them and let them go. If they attack or are wanted on charges—we’ll deal with it.”

      Joe met my gaze. “Jenna is one of the good ones. You can trust her to do right by them.”

      I gave a curt nod. Father Leo trusted Joe, and Joe trusted Jenna, but I was reserving judgment. I didn’t have much choice since our group didn’t have the resources to take on the casino and its hidden floors.

      We had spent the evening before going over the drone footage from the ordnance works, debating access and entry, how best to cut off the distribution and take on the vampires. It had been a spirited discussion, but we had finally worked out the details. I couldn’t say that I felt “good” about the plan—because it was crazy and almost suicidal—but as with the strategy to take on the casino, it was the best any of us could come up with.

      “What about Donovan?” I asked. “Cuthbert seems a little hands-off, but we saw Donovan at the casino. If he’s not there when you make the bust, he’ll get away and just set up again somewhere else.”

      “We’ve got surveillance on his house and a tracking spell to keep an eye on him,” Jenna assured me. “If he’s not at the casino, we can have a team ready to collect him before he can run.”

      I shook my head, unable to come up with better alternatives but not assured that we had our bases covered. “He might not be a witch, but Donovan is slippery. If we can do a null spell or use null amulets, what’s to stop him from doing the same?”

      “Nothing.” Joe stretched, arms bulging in his sleeves. “We can’t nail down every possibility. We never can. But we’ve thought ahead, tried to consider everything and have a contingency plan. Beyond that—we improvise.”
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      While the Supernatural Secret Service took on the casino, Joe, Leo, Blair, and I would head for the old Keystone Ordnance Works where the drug lab was located. We weren’t going to arrest anyone—we were there to search and destroy. Get rid of the lab and the stockpile, blow the depot.

      “For being a Mob boss, I’m still surprised Giordano has let this go on so long. He’s definitely got a stake in the game,” Leo mused. “I don’t like him or trust him, but Donovan is a danger to Giordano’s Family. And while he’s never been a choirboy, Giordano’s stayed away from the more sordid businesses, including drugs and trafficking.”

      That much was true. Giordano ran a profitable empire on traditional crime like protection rackets, money laundering, smuggling—and until now, gambling. The man was a criminal, but he had his code and stuck to it. Honor among thieves and all that.

      “If Giordano wanted to move against the casino, why hasn’t he done it? It seems like blatant aggression against his territory,” Blair said.

      “He’s biding his time,” Jenna remarked. “I’m sure he’s been grinding his teeth. But he’s too smart to go charging in when he doesn’t have an advantage.”

      Leo and my visit to the casino and our return with Adrian provided what Jenna’s team needed to infiltrate the betting parlor. Satellite photos were little help giving us the lay of the land for the old ordnance works where the drug lab and distribution center were. Then I remembered hearing that the location had been chosen during World War II because Geneva’s weather had the most overcast skies per year, which made air surveillance difficult.

      The ordnance works was an old TNT manufacturing location, and it didn’t look any better than it had the last time I’d broken in. Its rusted water tower still stood, providing a point of reference as we tramped through high grass. Cast-off vehicles, ominous steel drums, and all the metal and concrete trash littering the ground made us map out our path as if we were navigating a minefield.

      Crumbling cement block buildings hunkered in the moonlight, their broken windows like empty eye sockets. What haunted a place that manufactured explosives for war? I was afraid I might find out.

      “Notice the blackout curtains,” Jenna said, pointing to the images on the computer screen from the drone footage. “Someone wants the buildings to look deserted. Harder to hide where the grass is pressed down from vehicles and footsteps.”

      We watched the drone’s footage and adjusted its flight path to get a better look at the buildings that seemed most likely to be the drug lab and warehouse.

      “There’s a stretch of railroad tracks that runs between this building,” Jenna pointed out, “and that one—and then out to the gate at the road. My bet is that they’re using coal carts to move the drugs and then loading them onto trucks at night.”

      Father Leo nodded. “Makes sense. Geneva is right off Interstate 79 and very close to I-80 and I-90. Easy distribution.”

      “There’s a small airfield off Route 322,” I commented. “If they’ve got a propeller plane and a pilot, they can stay under the radar—damn hard to track.”

      “From the infrared scans, I don’t think there are humans involved in the drug lab,” Jenna noted. “We can see activity, but nothing registers on the heat scanners. So no humans and no werewolves.”

      “Donovan’s spawn,” I muttered. Did they want to be turned? Or did he do as he pleased? Given what we saw at the casino, I didn’t think the guy was big on consent.

      Blair had her phone in hand, texting up a storm—I figured that she and Chiara were discussing something about the stores. Chiara had been gone most of the day, but since she and Blair had been watching over the Kids and helping us plan the assault, I knew they needed to take care of business to make up for the days they had been gone. Leo’s phone buzzed with a message. He read it and frowned. “It’s from Agent Smith. He says, ‘Move soon. The ‘cousins’ are restless.’”

      I rolled my eyes. “Geez. It’s like he thinks he’s a secret agent or something.”

      Leo looked to Jenna. “Guess it’s good we’re going in tonight. Sounds like Smith and Jones have their hands full, keeping the Sinistram and the CIA—and probably C.H.A.R.O.N.—from interfering.”

      “Then I guess we’d better roll,” Jenna replied with a grin that said she was going to enjoy every minute.
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        * * *

      

      The rusted chain-link fence around the old ordnance works still bore signs proclaiming Government Property to warn trespassers away. I’d never let that stop me before, and I wasn’t going to start now.

      Joe took point. Leo and I were in the middle, and Blair covered the rear. We were all well-armed, but I hoped this wouldn’t turn into a shooting match. Bad enough to be up against vampires.

      The drone hadn’t revealed any patrols—by day or when the sun went down. Either Donovan was cocky—a distinct possibility—or he figured that those inside the buildings could handle any curiosity seekers.

      We agreed to take out the lab first. Destroy the production facility, and there’s no new supply to distribute. I was the man of the hour, armed with the grenade launcher. I had my choice of shells, some with explosives and others filled with a mix of holy water, salt, and colloidal silver. The second type of shell was good for clearing a room of vamps, but tonight, that wasn’t the mission.

      Search and destroy.

      Maybe I should have felt guilty. But I’d seen what happened to Carl and Tristan’s nephew, and I knew they weren’t the only ones to get hurt by the stuff manufactured here. If Donovan had turned these vampires, nothing would make them betray their maker. Taking prisoners wasn’t an option. We’d gotten within sight of the lab building when three vampires stepped from the shadows.

      “We’ll cover you,” Blair murmured. “Go.”

      I sprinted for the lab with the grenade launcher locked and loaded. Another vampire rose from the shadows right in front of me and grabbed my left arm, swinging me around.

      That brought me facing him. I pulled the trigger, point-blank, with an incendiary round in the chamber. It went right through his chest and into the lab, exploding with a satisfying roar as he sagged to the ground.

      “I’ve got him!” Blair yelled and took off the vamp’s head with a thwack.

      Three flaming forms lurched from the lab, shrieking. The dry grass around them caught fire like footsteps from hell, and they went down flailing.

      The ruckus raised an alarm, and more vampires streamed from the warehouse. I shot first, sending another canister into the stockpile building. The roof blew off, falling in a rain of embers and concrete. Flames shot from the windows, and I saw the silhouettes of more vampires inside.

      Leo, Joe, and Blair came running, their bloody blades flashing in the firelight. I fired again, and the canister hit in front of the vamps, sending up a spray of dirt and fire and lighting the dry grass at the vamps’ feet.

      The vampires kept on coming, skin blackened and charred. We were all too close together to risk another shot from the grenade launcher, and I needed to reserve my last canister for the tracks.

      “Finish it!” Father Leo yelled as he and the others closed ranks to face off with the three burned bloodsuckers.

      I didn’t like running from the fight but completing the task mattered. Other buildings might be converted to replace the lab and storehouse, but without the railroad tracks, it would be more cumbersome to use this location.

      “That’s far enough.” The fucking fanger seemed to come out of nowhere, stalking me. He swung his fist and knocked the grenade launcher out of my hand. I dove for it, but he blocked me, playing cat and mouse.

      Fuck. The ordnance plant was out in the country, but sooner or later, someone was bound to notice the smoke, if not the flames. We needed to finish and get out of there, and this undead son of a bitch was in my way.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he taunted, staying between me and my gun. I transferred the machete to my right hand.

      “Just doing my job,” I countered. “So get over here, and I’ll chop off your head.”

      “I’m coming to tear out your throat.”

      “Big talk, no action.”

      I kept the machete raised as I tried to move us a half-step at a time toward my gun. The vamp seemed to guess my plan because he grinned as he went the other way.

      I don’t have time for this shit. I lunged, slashing across the vamp’s chest, but landing the blow short of his throat. He hissed and drew back, but a second later, he came after me. I dodged, knowing I couldn’t outrun him.

      Seeming to come from out of nowhere, Joe moved supernaturally fast, swinging his blade two-handed as I dove for my gun. The vampire’s head went rolling, and its body collapsed in a heap. Joe looked scarier than usual in the moonlight, skin glistening with a faint steel gleam, covered in blood.

      I grabbed the grenade launcher and took off running. The tracks stretched out toward the far gate and the road. I pulled the trigger and sent my last canister flying. It struck midway down the rails, blowing a crater in the ground and twisting the iron, ripping up the entire stretch of track.

      “Come on,” Joe said, appearing beside me through the smoke, backlit by flames like an avenging god. “We’re done.”

      We caught up with Father Leo and Blair near the lab, and together we jogged to the fence, slipping through a break and making our way back to the truck. We wiped down to get the worst of the vamp guts off, and I threw blankets over the seats to protect the upholstery. Bloodstains hurt the trade-in value.

      Joe’s phone rang right after we got back on the road. “It’s Jenna,” he said and put it on speaker.

      “Did your people do any side trips?” Jenna asked.

      We looked at each other, puzzled. “What do you mean?” Joe said.

      “Cal Donovan’s house went up in flames half an hour ago,” she replied.

      “It wasn’t us,” Joe assured her. “What about Cuthbert?”

      “He doesn’t own a home near here, so I’ve got no idea. I thought maybe you decided to get creative.”

      “Not sorry it happened, but we didn’t do it,” Joe said. “Do you think Donovan was in the house when it went up?”

      “Since when do we get lucky breaks like that?” Jenna countered. “Odds are Donovan is out there, and he’s going to be mad as hell. Watch your backs. I’ll meet up with you as soon as we clean up the mess at the casino. We won, but it was not pretty.”

      I glanced at Leo. “There’s only one other person who wants Donovan’s head on a pike as much as we do.”

      Leo nodded. “Giordano. He must have been keeping tabs on Donovan’s operations, and when the lab blew up, he saw a chance to make a clean sweep.”

      “I thought you had Donovan under surveillance?” I challenged.

      “Giordano has a strega,” Leo replied. “If our witches could put the limitations on Donovan, the strega could get around them. That’s the way war works.”

      Blair walked back to the trucks after pacing a distance away. She waved her phone at us like she wanted to throw it. “I can’t reach Chiara. It’s been over an hour since her last text, and she’s not picking up.”

      “Did you try calling Donny?” I asked.

      “He said that Chiara finished up at the store fifteen minutes ago and headed to get groceries. But then why isn’t she answering?” Blair bit her lower lip, clearly worried.

      “Maybe there are dead spots in the supermarket,” I said. “I’ve found that from time to time.”

      “She should have texted me before she went inside. Something’s wrong.”

      My phone rang next, and my heartbeat sped up when I saw Ralph’s name. “Hey—do you know why Chiara is at the airport?”

      “Port Meadville?”

      “Yeah. I put a minor tracking spell on all of you before you left. Everyone’s where they’re supposed to be, except for Chiara. I saw that she went into Conneaut Lake, but then things got weird.”

      Blair was already on her phone. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but from her expression, I knew heads were going to roll. It sounded like she tried to reach Chiara and failed, so now she was calling in reinforcements.

      “We can be there in ten minutes,” I promised.

      “Chiara’s in danger. We’re making a detour,” I announced to Father Leo and the others. We ran to my truck and piled in, leaving dust in our wake as I peeled out.

      “Slow down at the hot dog stand parking lot,” Blair said. “I called in the troops.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant, but there was a black Escalade in the lot for the closed-for-the-season drive-up. Blair hung out of the passenger side and motioned for the Escalade to follow us. Together, we roared up the driveway to the airport.

      The Escalade pulled over to the side before we reached the landing field. “They’re going to walk in for stealth. We plow the road,” Blair explained. In my rearview mirror, I saw six men pile out. Five I recognized as Chiara’s brothers, and the sixth was an older man.

      The stranger had a wizened look to him like he should be a shoemaker in a fairytale, except that he had a sniper rifle in his hands and looked like he knew how to use it.

      “Holy shit,” Blair muttered. “That’s Uncle Willy.”

      Willy Russo? “Wet Work” Willy? The guy might be retired, but he was the most frequently indicted-but-not-incarcerated hitman in the tri-state area, supposedly living out his last years playing golf and smoking stogies.

      Guess he was up for a rescue mission if an honorary granddaughter needed help.

      The steel gate across the airport driveway hung open, chain dangling from the cut padlock. Security lights left shadowed pools between the hangers. Warning lights blinked atop the empty traffic control tower, automated at this time of night.

      All of the mechanics or ground crew had gone home, but six men bustled between the hangar and the plane. Cal Donovan stood to the side, holding onto Chiara by the wrist. She wasn’t struggling, which I knew meant he glamoured her.

      “Seven vampires—that we can see. Fan-fucking-tastic,” I muttered as we grabbed our weapons and got out of the truck, ready for war.

      “We’ve got it covered,” Blair said through gritted teeth.

      “Donovan! Give us Chiara, and we won’t kill you,” Joe Mack shouted.

      Donovan pulled Chiara closer to him and gestured to his men. Five of them headed our way. The other guy readied the Cessna, doing what I guessed was a pre-flight check. I didn’t know much about planes, but I figured you couldn’t just drive one out of a hangar and take off.

      After the odds at the ordnance factory, five vamps looked good—especially with our reinforcements. Obviously the vampires missed the warning that we were all spattered with blood, or maybe that passed for normal in their world.

      Do Willy and Chiara’s brothers know anything about killing vampires? Because bullets will slow them down, but they won’t stop them permanently.

      A shot fired from the darkness hit one of the vamps in the head. He went down as a shot from a different direction hit the next goon in the torso, barely slowing him.

      Joe ran toward the lead vamp, bellowing like a bull. I saw the shimmer that meant Joe had called on his magic, and when he collided with the vampire, it actually drove the sucker back several paces. That surprised the guy just long enough for Joe’s machete to separate his head from his shoulders.

      Leo held his own with his opponent, staying out of range and beating him back with an unexpected assault. The padre can be fast and deadly, something that’s often underestimated. As soon as Joe finished his opponent, he closed in for the kill with Leo’s vamp, making short work of the second one.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Donovan edging closer to the aircraft, and if he got onboard with Chiara, we were out of luck.

      The other two vampires closed on Blair and me. I’d left the grenade launcher in the truck, but I had my machete and my gun, better for close quarters. Blair and I fought back to back, and it didn’t take much for the adrenaline to rise again.

      I went high, Blair went low. I didn’t sever the goon’s head on the first strike, but when Blair gutted her vamp, he lurched into my opponent, buying precious seconds. Moments later, I sent the other head flying.

      Another shot came from the shadows, dropping the vamp checking the plane, who fell with the wheel chucks in his hands.

      As I feared, the six vampires we saw weren’t the only ones. More of Donovan’s crew came running from the hanger’s shadows.

      Donovan kept Chiara in front of him, using her as a shield. As the new vampires burst from cover, a fusillade of bullets cut them down. Chiara’s brothers didn’t take a threat to their sister lightly, and apparently neither did Uncle Willy. I breathed a sigh of relief because I’d Van Helsinged enough for one night. We’d still need to cut off the downed vampires’ heads, but that was a lot easier once they had a bullet in their brain.

      Donovan shoved Chiara toward the plane. She didn’t fight, and I hated that his vampire mojo stripped away her will. He was too close to her for even Willy to try a shot.

      “Leave her alone, you bastard!” Blair shouted through gritted teeth. “Take me instead.”

      Donovan offered a deadly smile. “No thanks. Bird in the hand and all that.”

      Joe caught my eye, and I knew he was asking for a distraction. I wheeled and shot the emergency water tank near the hangar door, sending a geyser of liquid spewing onto the tarmac.

      Donovan looked away for a second, and Joe moved with supernatural speed, closing the gap and swinging at the vampire’s head with his steel-hard fist.

      That must have broken Donovan’s mental hold over Chiara because she twisted, dropped, rolled, and came up running. Joe slammed Donovan hard against the plane, then sprinted after Chiara as two shots rang out from different directions. One caught Donovan in the head. The other hit the plane’s gas tank, igniting a fireball.

      Joe scooped up Chiara in his arms without breaking stride and put on a burst of speed so fast he was a blur.

      Gasoline spilled on the tarmac and caught fire, consuming Donovan’s body in the flames and blistering the paint on the plane’s fuselage. Black smoke billowed from the wreckage as the fire painted the airstrip in shades of orange.

      “Help me drag the bodies into the fire,” I said, realizing that we’d have cops on us in minutes. The place looked like the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre.

      “Call Jenna,” I told Blair, who had her arms wrapped around Chiara and was leading her back to the truck.

      The Moretti brothers moved the dead vampires’ bodies like it wasn’t their first crime scene cleanup, something I didn’t want to ponder. Willy picked up shell casings and watched the flames as if it were a fall bonfire.

      Joe moved the water truck and overturned it so that its burst tank sluiced away blood and gasoline. Two of the brothers added jet fuel to the pyre. There wouldn’t be much left. The bodies and their severed heads would be consumed in the fire. No vamp came back from that.

      Distant sirens wailed, our cue to leave. I caught the eye of Chiara’s oldest brother, Tony. “Thank you,” I said.

      Tony flashed a cocky grin, then jogged in the direction of the Escalade. Uncle Willy gave a snappy salute and moved faster than I would have expected from a man his age. In seconds we were gone, driving with our lights off down the delivery access side road as fire engines and police cruisers screamed up the main driveway.

      Blair and Chiara huddled in the back seat, with Father Leo next to them. Joe took up most of the front seat. I couldn’t spare attention until I knew we were safe. Once we were on the highway and I could switch my lights on, I glanced in the mirror.

      “How’s Chiara?”

      “I’m okay,” Chiara answered so quietly I almost missed it.

      “He didn’t bite her,” Blair assured me.

      “She’s going to need time to process,” Leo observed.

      I was glad to be driving because my feelings were all over the place. We’d had two near-death experiences between the fight at the ordnance works and the battle at the airfield. We won against all odds, but we’d nearly lost Chiara. Without the help of her brothers and Uncle Willy, the fight with Donovan could have gone all sorts of wrong. I still struggled to wrap my mind around Joe and his magic, but I was grateful for his help.

      I pulled up to Hamilton Hardware. Blair and Chiara had an apartment over the store. Downtown Conneaut Lake was quiet at this hour, and everything except a convenience store and one fast food place had closed long ago. Joe accompanied Blair and Chiara upstairs to make sure the space was safe without any lurking surprises. When he came downstairs, he looked preoccupied.

      “Everything go okay?” I asked as I headed for Geneva and Father Leo’s church. Joe had left his truck there, which let me drop off him and Father Leo in one stop.

      “Yeah. She’s in good hands. Pretty shaken up. That’s going to take a while to get over. We used to call it ‘shell shock’ back in the day.” Joe said. “Now, you talk about these things. Get counseling. That’s…good.” He sounded wistful.

      “It’s never too late,” Father Leo put in quietly.

      At first, I didn’t think Joe heard, but then he nodded. “I’ll think about it. I’ve lived at least three lifespans so far. There’s a lot to talk about.”

      When we arrived at the church, Jenna’s big black SUV was waiting. All I wanted was to go home and pet my dog, have a stiff drink, and fall asleep. Then again, Ralph, Adrian, and the kids were at my house, so Demon would have been fed, walked, and pampered. I’d be besieged by questions. I knew they worried.

      Shit. They didn’t know Chiara was okay.

      “Looks like we’re debriefing,” Father Leo said as Jenna got out of the Suburban.

      “Give me a minute to call Ralph and let everyone know we’re okay.” I pulled out my phone.

      “Why don’t you plan on staying the night?” Leo said. “Wouldn’t be the first time. I’ve got a spare room and the couch. You two can flip a coin to see who gets which. That way after we update Jenna, we can all have some whiskey and thank the Good Lord for our deliverance.”

      “I’m pagan, and I can’t get drunk,” Joe replied.

      “Drink anyway,” Leo offered, gesturing for us to come in. “Your god delivered you. It’s all good.”

      I remembered that we were drenched in blood and vampire bits. Jenna looked just as gore-soaked.

      “First, showers,” Father Leo ordered. “We’ve got men’s and women’s facilities in the church basement, plus two bathrooms in the rectory. I’ll open everything up and go through the Community Closet to find clean clothing for everyone. Whether you want to keep or burn what you’re wearing now is up to you.”

      I didn’t care what ridiculous time of night it was; a hot shower sounded amazing. Joe and I headed to the church basement, letting Jenna and Father Leo have the fancier bathrooms in the rectory. I stood under the hot spray and scrubbed the blood off my body. Three shampoos and my hair finally felt clean. I let myself zone out for a few minutes, knowing the hot water supply wasn’t in danger.

      I was grateful that Father Leo had invited me to stay. My blood was too high to calm down quickly, and having a houseful of people wasn’t going to help me sleep. A few stiff drinks might not keep the nightmares away, but they’d at least help me rest.

      By the time Joe and I got back to the rectory, Jenna and Leo were laying out a late-night snack of cheese, salami, crackers, and cookies. An unopened bottle of Jameson sat on the counter with four glasses.

      “Have some food, and then we can give reports,” Leo said. “There’s more in the fridge, so don’t be shy.”

      I was suddenly ravenous. It’s something I’ve noticed after battles, and maybe it’s the body’s way of proving it’s still alive. We started with a couple of rounds of shots. Jenna held her own with Father Leo and me. None of us could drink Joe under the table.

      “Shutting down the casino was the easy part.” Jenna paused. “Taking care of the lower levels was quite an effort,” Jenna finally said after polishing off a full plate and knocking back another shot. That’s when I realized she had the beginnings of a black eye and a fresh bandage wrapped around her left bicep.

      “It took half of my team just to deal with the cryptids and the cage fighting,” Jenna continued. “Most were happy to be rescued. A few fought back. They’ll be handled separately. We also processed the ‘escorts’ and found some captured psychics waiting to be transferred. You were right about the trafficking of both kinds.”

      “And the creepy witch?” I asked.

      Jenna’s smile turned feral. “He was good. Our witch was better.”

      I didn’t envy the amount of paperwork and processing it would take to handle everyone involved with the casino. By comparison, fighting vamps at the drug lab and the airport was straightforward. Stopping Donovan meant that Cuthbert’s organization didn’t have a leader, which should put a crimp in his criminal activities for quite a while.

      “What about Cuthbert?” I asked.

      Jenna sighed. “In the wind. I’m sure he knows about everything that happened here and has gone to ground. Which sucks, but we’ll find him.”

      I’d learned a long time ago that you can’t stop evil. All you can do is slow it down, harry it, make it costly. Kill someone like Donovan, and a replacement will eventually arise. Keep killing the substitutes, and you make it inconvenient to get new ones. Sometimes when a project becomes more trouble than it’s worth, evil goes elsewhere.

      I came back to the conversation as Father Leo was filling Jenna in on our very busy evening. Just hearing the recount made me tired all over again.

      “Donovan wasn’t part of the plan,” Jenna said, filling our shot glasses again before I could think to turn mine over. “Nice bonus.”

      “If we didn’t blow up his house and you didn’t, then Giordano is the most likely suspect,” Leo replied. “Unless you think the…other groups…were involved?” We’d gained an almost superstitious aversion to mentioning C.H.A.R.O.N. or the Sinistram by name if we didn’t have to.

      “I strongly doubt it,” Jenna replied. “Our people would have picked up some kind of chatter. The circumstances around the fire screams ‘Mob hit.’ Too bad it didn’t take Donovan with it—would have saved you a lot of trouble.”

      “What now?” I leaned back as the whiskey started to hit me. I ached all over. My eyes still stung, and my throat and lungs burned from the smoke at the ordnance works and airport. But I was still too restless to sleep, no matter how tired and sore I felt.

      The others shrugged. “Sleep off the alcohol and pick up tomorrow where we left off,” Jenna said, and I couldn’t tell whether she embraced that as a philosophy or accepted it as fate.

      “I meant, what about Cuthbert? And the para-tropic drug business? We shut down one lab, one operation. There have to be others. Who takes over or moves up now that Donovan is dead? How do we shut down the trafficking?” I had so many questions.

      God, I must be drunk and exhausted to blurt things out like that.

      “Since I’ve been doing this for more than a century, I can tell you what I’ve learned—for what it’s worth,” Joe spoke up. He wasn’t drunk, but he sounded mellow. “First off—revenge is hollow. It won’t bring back the ones you lost, and it eats you alive. I learned that the hard way.”

      He toyed with his glass while he spoke, not making eye contact. “Second—hunt because it gives you purpose, and it makes a difference. The other reasons are bogus. You’ll never get rid of all the evil. Don’t let it drive you nuts.”

      “That sounds like good advice,” Father Leo said. I could hear the whiskey in his blurred consonants.

      “Says the priest.” Jenna snickered.

      “I’ve only lived one lifetime, but I hear confessions, so it counts as more,” Leo replied.

      Jenna poured me another shot. “It’s not that complicated. Do what you need to do to exorcise your ghosts and keep getting up in the morning. Try not to leave a mess behind. Fix what you can, and let go of what you can’t.”

      It was all good advice, and I valued the friendships from which it sprung as much as I did the wisdom itself. I’d come to many of the same conclusions on the long nights when sleep eluded me.

      I’d learned a few lessons of my own over the years since that deer hunt gone wrong. Keep the people you love close, and tell them you care. Leave things better than you found them. Stand your ground, even when you want to throw up. Try to do the right thing. Be worthy of your dog. Find the family of your heart. Stop as many evil sons of bitches as you can.

      It wasn’t much. It wouldn’t save the world single-handedly. Tomorrow, Cuthbert and men like him would still be doing bad things. Monsters and dark magic would need to be stopped.

      Tomorrow, I’d do what I could to make a difference, surrounded by my found family and my dog. I’d call Sara, ground myself in how it felt to love and be loved.

      And it would be enough.

      
        
        The End
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