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      When all else fails, the ass end of a carp makes a damn fine weapon.

      I’d been lying in wait for the ningen to show up, and by the wee hours of the morning, I was tired and cranky and out of coffee. As soon as the sun went down, I pulled in to the Linesville, Pennsylvania, spillway. The tourists were gone, and the concession stand’s gates were closed. Still blows my mind how many people will come look at a bunch of fish. Even if those fish are a boiling, writhing mass of three-foot long, twenty-pound carp that look like something out of a Biblical plague.

      I’m Mark Wojcik, mechanic—and monster hunter. I gank things that go bump in the night so that most people never have to know supernatural uglies exist outside of bad horror movies. No one chooses this life; it chooses you, usually in a violent and awful way. In my case, a deer hunt turned into a wendigo hunting us. I survived—barely—but my father, brother, uncle, and cousin didn’t. Neither did the wendigo, when I was done with it.

      The carp weren’t my problem. Tourists loved throwing day-old bread into the water to watch the carp roil over each other, mouths gaping. Tonight, they weren’t the only ones with an unnatural interest in big fish.

      A corpse-pale creature balanced on the low concrete rim of the spillway catch basin. It stood about five feet tall, slender with long arms, and a body that looked like a giant white tadpole with arms and skinny, short legs. Ningen can get as big as sixty feet, or so the cryptid sites say, but then again, they say that ningen are only found in Japan, so I don’t put much stock in them.

      “Koko ni sakana no kao ga kuru,” I called to it, betting that a Japanese monster might understand Japanese. Then again, I’d looked up key phrases on Google Translate, so God only knows what I actually said. “Come here, fish face,” I repeated in English, in case the ningen was bilingual.

      The ningen cocked its round head and blinked its solid black eyes. I leaned over the railing and waved my bait at it, a nice piece of salmon I’d paid fifteen bucks for at the supermarket, thinking the creature might want an upgrade.

      “That’s it,” I coaxed, dangling the prime wild salmon and giving it a shake. “That’s a good little sekana no neko.” That’s the magic of translation: “fish fucker” sounds classier in a foreign language.

      If the ningen felt offended, it didn’t look it, although for all I knew, maybe I’d been descriptive instead of insulting. The ningen raised its head and opened its mouth, scenting the air. It shuffled toward me on its stubby legs, like it had its pants down around its knees. I grinned, keeping the sharpened iron harpoon blade concealed behind my back in my right hand.

      At the speed the ningen hop-walked, it might take it ten minutes to get to me, but once I ganked him, I’d be back home relaxing with a nice cold beer.

      That’s when the damn thing leapt into the air like a horny salmon going to spawn and grabbed the filet in my hand so hard he pulled me over the fence and into the carp-filled water.

      I lost the piece of fish, but managed to keep the harpoon. When I fell in, fully-clothed and in my steel-toe boots, I thought I’d sink, but I fell onto the roiling carp that made a moving, lumpy net beneath me. They buoyed me along just long enough for me to regain my wits and scramble onto the small stretch of rocky shore between the overflow basin and the wall below the fence.

      The ningen crouched, eyeing me as it shoved the raw salmon into its mouth, and I got a look at its jagged, sharp teeth—something else the cryptid reports had been less than accurate about. I realized then that the small strip of land around me was covered with fish bones. Those all-black eyes kept staring at me, and although I’d heard long pig tasted like chicken, this jagoff looked like he was wondering how much I’d taste like fish.

      It sprang for me, and I rolled, gritting my teeth as the sharp stones and fish bones jabbed through my jacket and jeans. I brought up my harpoon gun and got off a shot. The barbed iron blade hit the ningen in the shoulder instead of the chest like I’d hoped, but it must have hurt like a mother since the thing let out an ungodly howl that would have put any loon to shame.

      I yanked on the rope attached to the base of the blade with all my might. The ningen stumbled toward me. Then it grabbed the rope and pulled. And I found myself face down in the water, getting smacked in the head by carp the size of toddlers.

      I scrambled back onto the rocky bank. What little I could find about ningen, that was written in English, said it would have less power on land. I yanked the rope again, getting angry now, and the ningen bared its barracuda teeth at me and gave another ear-splitting shriek.

      The iron had an effect on it; I could see black veins radiating from where the blade lodged in its shoulder, spreading across the once-perfect white skin. I just didn’t know how long the iron blade would take to kill the creature, or if it would do the job completely. My gun was safe and dry in my truck, since I’d figured going for a forced swim was likely. But I had a couple more tricks up my soggy sleeves.

      The ningen closed in on me, and I grabbed a kada, one of those martial arts sickle blades, from a scabbard on my back. I didn’t know if Japanese weapons were extra-lethal on Japanese monsters, but I fully intended to go ninja on its ass for leaving me soggy and freezing and smelling like carp.

      “Let’s see you shi’ne, you piece of fish shit,” I muttered. I watched as much anime as my Crunchy Roll subscription could handle, and I’d picked up on a few overused phrases. “Die” seemed like a good one.

      Except that the ningen didn’t seem to take it the way I’d intended and jerked me back into the water.

      I managed to roll so I got the kada blade between us and swung as hard as I could, sinking the point of the curved blade into its chest where I hoped its heart might be. The black veins from the iron blade had spread across its entire torso, up its fish-belly white neck, and down its overly long arms.

      But it wasn’t dead yet, and it came at me again, forcing me to fall backward in the water into another mass of carp. I kicked with my legs to get some distance between myself and the ningen. The carp weren’t pleased to have me land on them, and one of the fish jumped out of the water and landed in my arms, all thirty pounds of him.

      Instinct took over, and I wrapped both arms around the carp’s middle and thrust its powerful tail toward the ningen. The fish wriggled wildly in my grip, its tail slapping back and forth with sharp scales and fins. It knocked the harpoon deeper into the ningen’s chest, as the black lacework of the iron’s poison spread across the rest of its skin.

      I got my feet under me and dragged myself onto the shore, still holding a pissed-off carp between me and the monster. The ningen lurched forward, grabbing for me with its long, skeletal arms and clammy, dead white hands. Then it fell over and lay face-down amid the carp, completely covered by the deadly pattern of the iron’s taint running through its veins.

      “Tora, tora, tora that, fish fucker,” I muttered. I dropped the carp, and it disappeared into the roiling mass of its companions.

      I hauled myself back up on the rocky shore and caught my breath. The night was warm, but that’s a relative statement in this neck of Northwestern Pennsylvania, and I started to shiver. The ningen lay where it fell, and I was just about to pull it out of the water when I saw its body twitch.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” I growled, but before I could climb up the wall to get my gun out of the truck, the carp began to thrash. My stomach turned as I realized that the ningen wasn’t moving on its own; its body jerked and moved because dozens of carp were nibbling at its flesh.

      In the next moment, the ningen’s form sank lower, pulled down by the fish. The pale body vanished beneath the water, and the fish fought each other to get closer, obscuring it from view.

      “Hey buddy! No fishing!” I turned and got a face full of flashlight beam, blinding me. The perfect end to a lousy evening would be getting arrested for monstercide. Or in this case, fishing without a license.

      “Oh, it’s you, Mark.”

      I blinked and recognized a familiar voice. Louie Marino, a guy I’d known since first grade, and one of Linesville’s Finest.

      “Not fishing, Louie. Honest. Just business.” Louie’s one of the few area cops who know what I really do. He gets it—mainly because when he had a nasty little infestation of demon-possessed rabid raccoons a few years back, I took care of it for him, no questions asked.

      “Keeping busy?” he asked, angling the flashlight so I could see again.

      “Always. They pay you enough to be on fish patrol at this hour?”

      Louie shrugged. “Workin’ nights this week. Drew the short straw. Just another day in paradise.” He wrinkled his nose. “You stink like carp.”

      “I’ve heard of ‘swimming with the fishes,’ just didn’t intend to take it literally,” I replied, wringing out the water from the hem of my flannel shirt.

      “Do I want to know?”

      I shook my head. “Probably not. If the rangers at the Spillway say anything about their fish count being down, tell them it’s been taken care of.”

      Louis grinned, taking in my utterly disreputable condition. “You’re just lucky I was on duty tonight, or you’d be going from the fish tank to the drunk tank.”

      “Ha, ha. Very funny,” I mumbled, although I knew he was right. “Oh, and Louie?” I said as we headed back to our vehicles. “If I were you, I wouldn’t eat any carp out of the lake this season. I think their diet’s been a little…off.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Regular soap didn’t get the carp stink off of me, so I opted for the canned tomato juice I keep around in case of skunk. That made me feel like a Bloody Mary, but being a brunch drink was better than smelling like day-old catch.

      I knew when I ambled in to Hamilton Hardware the next day that I’d be in for a ribbing.

      “Whoa, Chick!” Blair Hamilton called, her affectionate mangling of my last name. I’d long ago quit correcting her—since it only made things worse—but for the record, it’s pronounced “voy-chick.” I’ll answer to anything close. Most people who can’t figure it out just go with “Mark.”

      “Whoa, yourself,” I replied. “What’s the word on the street?”

      Blair blew raspberries. “This is Conneaut Lake. Nothing ever happens here.” Blair is five-ten to my six-two and with her military background, I’d put my money on her in a fair fight. She inherited the family hardware store, the third-generation Hamilton to supply the good folks of Conneaut Lake with all their hunting, fishing, shooting, and hardware needs.

      She gave a knowing grin. “Except that I hear there was a commotion over at the Spillway in Linesville last night. Poachers or something.”

      “That so? Can’t trust anyone these days,” I replied. The store was fairly empty. I’d intentionally waited until the “dawn patrol” of DIY-ers and contractors filled their urgent orders and I knew Blair would have time for some less conventional requests.

      “I got a job coming up,” I said when the few remaining customers were out of earshot. “Gonna need another big bag of rock salt, a case of shotgun shells, and about fifty feet of hemp rope.” I paused. “Oh, and can you let Chiara know I need her help on something?”

      “How about you tell me yourself?” Chiara Moretti Hamilton slipped behind the counter and threw an arm around Blair’s waist.

      “I need some intel,” I replied.

      Chiara gave her wife a squeeze and then beckoned for me to follow her. “Step into my parlor,” she said.

      I followed her through a doorway Blair had cut into one wall of the hardware store that led to the adjacent building, which had been many things over the last century. Now, it housed Crystal Dreams, Chiara’s New Age bookstore, café, and gift shop. In the renovated office upstairs, Chiara also ran a website development company. On the sly, she did Dark Web research for me and other hunters, and there was an invitation-only back room behind the hardware store that carried a variety of silver, iron, spelled tools and weapons, holy water by the keg, and other hard-to-find herbs and items necessary for hunting or warding off ghoulies and ghosties and long-leggedy beasties. She and Blair weren’t even thirty yet, and they made me feel like a slacker, even though I had less than ten years on them and owned my own car repair shop.

      “Coffee first,” she said, holding up a hand to stop me before I got on a roll. “And sugar.” She poured me a cup of joe, black, and started a latte for herself. Then Chiara reached into the display case and pulled out a couple of sfogliatelli pastries fresh from her family’s bakery.

      “Good, right?” She nudged as I bit into the lobster tail-shaped flaky bit of heaven and gave a pornographic groan of sheer bliss.

      “You’re not going to make Blair jealous, you know,” she joked. “I don’t bat for that team.”

      “Shhh,” I joked. “Don’t ruin the moment. This is between me and the pastry,” I said, and rolled my eyes back in my head with another groan.

      “You better not try that if you ever stop by the bakery,” Chiara warned. “Grandma won’t put up with any ‘lascivious goings on.’”

      “Spoilsport,” I retorted. Chiara treats me like one of her older brothers, and considering that she’s got five of them, she can dish it out and take it with the best of them. I chugged the coffee, still groggy from the late night, and Chiara obligingly refilled it before taking a seat at the bar next to me.

      “So what is it this time?” she asked. At the moment, the cafe was unusually quiet. That wouldn’t last. Tonight, the Tuesday night Bunko group would be gathering in the social room in the back, and no one aside from a privileged few would realize it was really the local coven. There aren’t a lot of people in the supernatural community around these parts and mostly, we look after our own.

      “I need everything you can find on the old Keystone Ordinance Works plant,” I said, sipping the coffee to make it last and savoring the caffeine buzz.

      “You mean the KOW?” She pronounced it “cow” and laughed when I looked puzzled. “The old TNT plant in Geneva?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. You’ve heard the story about the Nazi sniper that got shot off the water tower?”

      “Hasn’t everyone?”

      “Yeah, well apparently it’s true, and something’s got his ghost riled up.”

      “You know that place is dangerous, right?” Chiara cautioned. She tucked a strand of dark hair behind one multiply-pierced ear. Chiara’s thin enough to qualify as “waif-ish,” but she’d hit me if I ever called her that. With long dark hair, big brown eyes, and a light olive complexion, Chiara’s a looker, but she’s been heart-and-soul for Blair since high school. “Part of it’s owned by a big corporation that doesn’t like urban explorers, some of it’s still military—and lord knows, they’re not friendly—and the other piece is owned by a local guy who’s put out the word that trespassers will be arrested, or maybe shot.”

      “Nice,” I muttered. “Actually, I’ve got the invitation from a guy in the corporation, and they’re paying me. I did a job for his uncle—got rid of a ghost that was hanging around his hunting cabin, scaring off the game—and got me access.”

      “Not going to help you if your Nazi spook Heil-Hitlers over onto private property and you get your butt filled with buckshot.”

      I shrugged. “Won’t be the first time, probably not the last either.” I drained my coffee cup and met her gaze. “Can you see what you can dig up? I’ve got all the easy stuff Google can give me.”

      “You want what’s in the old records—old government records—don’t you?”

      “Something powered this ghost up after seventy years, and he’s been poltergeisting around the place, vandalizing corporate property.”

      “You sure it isn’t kids?” Chiara asked. “Every high school kid around here knows the story, and a ‘no trespassing’ sign is an open invitation for anyone who wants to impress a date enough to get lucky.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Do I sense a story here?”

      Chiara grinned, though her cheeks colored a bit. “Maybe. Blair hopped the fence and brought me back a souvenir when we were first dating.”

      “And did she get lucky?”

      Chiara’s blush deepened, as if I hadn’t already guessed the answer. “Shut up,” she protested in jest, and smacked me on the arm. “When do you need the intel?”

      “As soon as you can get it,” I replied. “Apparently the company is planning to refurbish some of the old buildings on its land for labs and product testing. The planning team that went out to look at the buildings thought they were being shot at. They called the cops, reported gun shots, and holed up like they were under siege.”

      “And when the cops came?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. No spent shells, no footprints or tire tracks, no bullet holes. Now the architect and the designer refuse to set foot on the property until it gets ‘exorcised,’” I added, making air quotes.

      “Are you trying to put Father Minnelli out of a job?” Chiara teased.

      I put my hand over my heart. “As God is my witness, and much to my grandmother’s sorrow, I’ve got no interest in being a priest,” I swore. “I just didn’t have time to waste explaining that ‘exorcising’ ghosts won’t do a damn bit of good. Demons, yes. Ghosts, no.”

      “Is it actually dangerous?” Chiara finished her coffee.

      “Don’t know, don’t want to find out the hard way,” I replied, draining the rest of my cup. “That’s why I need anything you can find for me. If I’ve got to chase the damn thing, I want to know everything about that property, and that ghost.”

      Chiara looked up as the door chimed and a customer walked in. “I can work on it tonight, after we close. Should have something to you first thing tomorrow.”

      I grinned. “Blair’s got fine taste in women. You’re the best!”

      Chiara punched me in the shoulder, just enough to twinge. “Gotta go. I have to set up for the Bunko meeting tonight,” she added with a wink.

      Shit. That meant she’d be closing late. I was in a hurry for her data, but not enough to piss off a coven of witches. I sighed, carried my empty cup up to the counter, and ambled back to pick up the rest of my purchases from Blair before I headed home.

      I pulled into my driveway with a truckload of supplies and a hot pizza. “Home” is a cabin down a gravel lane in between Adamsville and Atlantic, two towns with a combined population of less than two hundred. Suits me fine, although now and again I still have to go out and handle restless ghosts from the big tornado twenty years ago that damn near took out both towns and a couple other ‘burgs, too. I reckon we’ve got more residents under the ground than above it, and since I keep the local cemeteries blessed and ghost-free, it makes for a nice, quiet place to put my feet up between hunts.

      Chiara pulled some strings—legal and not so much—to get me better internet out here than anyone would ever believe. I popped open an Iron City beer and fired up my laptop to go over everything again. Demon, my big softie of a Doberman, planted himself next to me and dropped his head into my lap for attention. I scratched his ears as I read over my notes.

      If I’d have put as much effort into my homework back when I was in school as I do getting ready for a hunt, I’d have the grades to be a brain surgeon. Sadly, I couldn’t see my way past anything that didn’t have to do with cars or girls back then. Girls broke my heart; cars didn’t, which is one reason I’m still a mechanic after all this time, but my love life’s deader than most of the things I hunt.

      It’s not that I’d mind having a good woman in my life. It’s just that finding one who would put up with my anime and comics collection, my poker nights, and the odd hours I keep at the shop would be rough enough, without the monster hunting stuff on top. My wife Lara left me after the wendigo incident. Blair and Chiara are lucky—they didn’t have to convince each other that the supernatural shit is real. Blair saw stuff that can’t be explained when she was military, and Chiara’s brothers offed a werewolf when she was in high school. Most of the time, I’m too busy to think about finding myself a girlfriend.

      Or maybe I’m just chickenshit.

      I finished the beer and pizza and powered up my secured search engine. There are many times when my browsing might raise a few questions, so I figure it’s better not to take chances. Urban explorers have done a pretty fine job of taking pictures despite Keystone’s “off limits” status. The photos revealed dilapidated two- and three-story brick buildings with their windows long broken out, rusted machinery, junker trucks from the 1940s, storage silos, and the famous water tower—still standing after all these years. According to the blog posts, someone had thought it was a good idea to raise cattle on what had to be a Superfund site. I wondered if the cows still ran loose at KOW, and if the sniper cared.

      I’d heard the story about the Nazi spy at the TNT plant when I was growing up, but now that I needed details, they were hard to find or were classified, and any eyewitnesses were either over ninety or dead. Still, I pieced together what I could. It wasn’t a pretty picture.

      My phone rang at the same time a chime on my computer indicated that I had new email. “Did you get what I sent?” Chiara asked as I juggled the phone and logged in to the Dark Web, trying not to get pizza sauce all over my keyboard.

      “Give me a minute,” I growled, wiping away a stray bit of sauce as I pulled up her file on the anonymous file-sharing network and looked at the results. “All right, walk me through it.”

      “The spy’s name was Helmut Zinzer, but he infiltrated the plant back in 1944 as Hank Stump. His job was to sabotage the production of ordnance in any way he could, and also to find out about the secret projects German high command suspected were taking place at the plant,” Chiara recapped as I scanned the old documents she sent. Even though they came from government servers and over seventy years had passed, parts were blacked out for security reasons.

      “Secret projects?” I took a swig of IC and peered more closely at the old files.

      “Pittsburgh manufacturing was hot stuff back then, some of the best engineering in the world,” Chiara said with pride. “There was a big glass company that tried to build an invisible plane.”

      I let out a low whistle. “You mean, like Wonder Woman’s?”

      Chiara sighed. “You win, Blair,” she called out, and I heard snickering. “Yes, comic nerd, like Wonder Woman’s. Only they wanted to build it for real, out of super special secret glass. Zinzer was supposed to halt production, assassinate the engineers on the project, and grab the plans.”

      “Only it didn’t work out,” I added, still torn between being annoyed and secretly pleased that Chiara and Blair had bet on whether my comic-fu would pick up on the connection.

      “Closer than you’d think,” Chiara said as I flipped through the rest of the file. “The two lead engineers died suddenly, one with a heart attack and the other from a car accident, both suspicious. An early prototype was destroyed in a lab fire. But the project continued, and rumor has it that a second, improved prototype was not only built, but aced its initial tests. Zinzer stole some schematics and passed them off to an associate, then went back to finish the job. He planned to detonate some of the ordnance, destroy the lab and prototype, and get the hell out of Dodge.”

      “But someone picked him off the water tower before he could do that, and now he’s haunting the place,” I said. A long pull finished my beer, and I scowled at the computer. “Bad enough we never got the flying cars they promised, but we coulda had invisible planes, too?”

      “Life’s a bitch,” Chiara commiserated.

      “So why now?” I asked, leaning back and debating popping open another beer. “Has ol’ Helmut been haunting the place all this time, but there wasn’t anyone around to see?”

      “You mean, if a ghost haunts in a forest and no one’s there, does he make a sound?”

      “This is the sound of one finger clapping,” I muttered, tossing her the salute. She responded with a chin flick.

      “Could be,” Chiara replied. “I mean, who would know or care? But get this—the corporation that hired you is the legal successor of the company that wanted to make the invisible plane out of special glass all those years ago. Only now, we’ve got all kinds of polymers…”

      “And so it might actually be possible,” I said. “Holy shit...so Helmut’s back on the job, different war, same shit.”

      “That’s what it sounds like to me,” Chiara replied.

      “Okay, thanks. You totally rock. This helps.”

      “Hey Mark—be careful,” Chiara cautioned. “Helmut was a dangerous guy, and he offed a couple of people before he lost his luck. He might be pissed about that, so watch your back.”

      “Will do.” Just what I needed: a pissed off Nazi ghost assassin. Well, I already spent the advance so it’s too late to back out now. Guess I’d just have to gank the Jerry and save the invisible airplane.

      Funny, I’d always pictured myself more Space Ghost than Wonder Woman.

      “And I scored big,” Chiara continued.

      “TMI,” I protested. “I don’t want to know—”

      “Not like that, perv,” she joked. “I was talking about the whole TNT plant thing with Blair, and she reminded me that her aunt’s neighbor used to tell stories about working there during the war. Want to go see what he remembers?”

      Which is how I ended up standing on a stranger’s doorstep to see a man about a ghost. I’d like to say my innate charm opened the door, but I’m betting it was Chiara’s box of homemade Italian pastries that did the trick.

      Despite being over ninety, Eugene was sharp as a tack, and he told us plenty of stories, including a first-hand account of the night his Army patrol shot the sniper off a water tower.

      “Thank you so much,” Chiara said, after Eugene’s story came to an end. “We’ve taken up enough of your time.”

      “Would you like to see the stuff I kept from when I worked there?” Eugene’s rheumy eyes sparkled, and I bet he was having more fun flirting with Chiara and eating the pastries than he’d had in a long time.

      “We’d love to!” I replied before Chiara had a chance to protest.

      Eugene got to his feet and reached for his cane. “Be back in a moment,” he promised, setting off down the hall.

      “Blair is gonna kill me,” Chiara murmured. “I’m late opening the shop.”

      “Wait ‘til she finds out you’ve been flirting up a storm,” I joked, elbowing her.

      She rolled her eyes. “Blair knows better.”

      Eugene shuffled back with a box in one hand and put it on the coffee table before settling back into his worn recliner. “I kept a little of this and a little of that over the years,” he said. “This is the box from my time in the Army.” He opened it, revealing a collection of badges and medals, hunting licenses, snapshots, and…buttons. Dozens of buttons of all kinds.

      I must have looked confused because Eugene laughed. “My mother was quite the seamstress when I was a boy, and I used to amuse myself playing with her button jar. Never quite got over my fascination, so I’ve always picked up the odd button when I saw it and added it to my collection.”

      Then he held up a pebbled black button. “You know where I got this?” Eugene asked. When Chiara and I shook our heads, he chuckled. “Our Jerry spy ripped his jacket when he took a header off the water tower. We found the button in the grass. German-issue. I pocketed it, since I figured it didn’t matter to anyone else, and I’d been part of the team that got in the lucky shot.”

      I felt a chill go down my spine. “Mr. Sprake—”

      “Eugene,” he corrected.

      “You probably aren’t going to believe me, but that spy you shot came back as a ghost.”

      To my surprise, Eugene nodded. “That’s old news, son.”

      “You know?”

      “Yep,” Eugene replied, and helped himself to another pastry. “We’d see wisps up on the catwalk around the water tower after he was shot and hear a voice muttering in German. Never came to anything, and then we all cleared out, and the place stood empty for a long time. Figured it served him right, being stuck as the last sentry after trying to kill us.”

      “He’s back, and a lot stronger—strong enough to cause trouble,” I said. “I was wondering, I know it’s a lot to ask, but may I have that button? I need to make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone else.”

      Eugene fixed me with his gaze, and I felt like a teenager caught breaking curfew. “You’re that monster hunter guy, aren’t you? I’ve heard about you.”

      I tried not to cringe. For obvious reasons, I didn’t advertise my side job, figuring that people who needed my services would find me on their own. Still, word gets around, and I hated to think what he might have heard.

      Eugene chuckled. “None of that now,” he chided. “Blair’s older brother was at the VFW and had a bit much to drink one night, started telling stories, and got to the one about that werewolf he and his brothers took care of. Said there was more stuff like that out there, and that you were one of the guys who got rid of it.” He shrugged. “At the time, I blamed it on the whiskey, but I saw him later, and he swore it was true.”

      “It’s true,” I confirmed.

      Eugene nodded. “I’ve seen a strange thing or two in my time as well,” he said, and dropped the button into my hand.

      “I won’t be able to return this,” I warned.

      He shrugged. “You gonna use it to get rid of that Nazi bastard once and for all? Keep it, with my blessing.” His eyes blazed with the fire of the young soldier he once had been. “And when you send the son of a bitch to hell, you be sure to tell him that’s for my brother Mickey and his friends, the guys who never came back from Normandy.”

      My fingers closed around the button. “It would be an honor.”
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* * *

      The old Keystone Ordnance Works looked even more ominous in the dark. The full moon should have let me navigate easily, but the cloud cover kept blocking the moonlight. We’re in one of the spots in the US that has the most cloudy days, and I’d been told that was one reason the TNT plant got located here—because aerial surveillance didn’t work well. Tonight, it made my job that much harder.

      Forget about climbing the fence. I found a hole in the chain link and crawled through. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d decided to ignore the warnings. Thanks to the maps and Chiara’s research, I’d come in near the old water tower instead of near the front, because the site covered acres and I didn’t want to hike through tick-infested scrub or fall into a polluted catchment pond.

      The clouds broke, and I could see clearly. In the distance, I could make out the silhouette of one of the larger buildings, like a hulking shadow. Ahead of me, I saw the water tower, and to its right, a stand of trees.

      I’ve got to admit, I was feeling pretty jazzed about this hunt. My grandad fought in “Dubya-Dubya-Two” as he called it, and now here I was, picking off a Heinie sniper. I felt like Indiana Jones and the Hunt for the Last Nazi.

      Shoulda known it was all gonna go right to hell.

      The weeds tangled around my legs like tripwire, dragging at my jeans with burrs. Mosquitos rose into a fierce, bloodsucking cloud, and I wondered if I could get turned into a mutant superhero by getting bitten by one, considering the stuff that probably got dumped in the shallow ponds. The ground beneath my feet felt rutted and squishy, probably from the rain we’d had lately. Bats dive-bombed me, swooping out of the broken windowpanes like a squadron on a mission.

      Great. Bats, mosquitos, ticks, and Nazis.

      That’s when I tripped over a rusted piece of equipment, landed flat on my face in the mud, and added “lockjaw” to the list. I got to my feet, and then I realized there were two water towers and I had no idea which one held the ghost of Helmut the sniper.

      A shot rang out. I heard the cha-ka-ching of the bolt and guessed Helmut had a Mauser K98k, one of the deadliest guns of the war. Ghost or no ghost, I ducked and ran for cover. Another shot, and son of a bitch if the dirt didn’t kick up close to me. Fucking ghost sniper was shooting fucking ghost bullets.

      I didn’t intend to find out whether or not those shots would kill me. I dodged into the stand of trees between the water towers and weighed my options. The clouds parted again, and I could make out some cattle far down the field, apparently oblivious to the spectral sniper. Then I looked from one water tower to another and spotted my quarry.

      “Gotcha,” I murmured, watching the silvery shape of a man in an outdated uniform scan for his next shot, with his rifle sighted and ready.

      Except, I didn’t have him, not yet. I knew where Helmut was, but I had fully expected him to come down from his perch and hunt me like a man. Fortunately, I’d come prepared. I shrugged out of my backpack and pulled out my paintball grenade launcher pistol. I grabbed a paintball shell I had repurposed, pre-filled with salted holy water and an iron BB inside, and let fly.

      The first shell hit the tower just over Helmut’s head, and I heard cursing in German as the water splashed the rusted catwalk where the sniper had just been. His ghost winked out, only to reappear at a better vantage point to take a shot at me, and I threw myself out of the way as a bullet cracked against the tree trunk behind me.

      I popped up, got off another shot, and this time, the shell went right through Helmut’s chest before it hit the tank behind it and splashed all over everything. The yowl of pain might have been from the salt, iron, or holy water, or a little of all of them. Damn, this was even more fun than firing holy water balloons with my hunting slingshot.

      Helmut showed up again, a few feet to the right along the walkway by the tank, and I nailed him again with another paintball shell. His shot nearly parted my hair, forcing me to scramble to change positions before I discovered whether his bullets were “real” enough to do damage. I had the feeling we could shoot at each other all night and still be at a draw come morning.

      According to what Chiara and I had found in the records, the Feds took Helmut Zinzer’s body away and disposed of it, so salting and burning his bones wasn’t an option. But I had Eugene’s button, and a half-assed plan, and that was as good as any of my jobs ever got.

      First, to distract Helmut. I had made a run over the Ohio line earlier in the day and came back with a trunk full of fireworks I couldn’t buy locally. I pulled out a string of firecrackers, tied it to a stone so it would fly when I threw it, then lit them and tossed them so they hit to the right of the water tower.

      They went off like a series of loud pops, and in the distance, the cows mooed their annoyance.

      Then I pulled out a big cylindrical container of salt that I had duct taped onto an M80, lit the fuse, and lobbed it under the water tower where Helmut’s ghost was still firing at my dummy shooter.

      The M80 exploded, tearing the canister to bits and spraying salt in a wide radius that effectively trapped Helmut on the tower. I used my grenade launcher pistol to send another holy water paintball shell through Helmut, momentarily dispelling him and buying myself enough time to run headlong for the safest place—directly under the water tower. Helmut couldn’t come down to ground level because of the salt, and he couldn’t see me from the catwalk. The water tower tank and its catwalk might be steel, but the rusted support structure was iron, which ghosts hate.

      I pulled out the old button and clutched it in my palm. Ghostly footsteps paced above me, and the cows sounded downright pissed. I had to hurry because the firecrackers had been loud and I didn’t want to explain myself to either a local cop or a security guard.

      I put the old button in a tin can that I’d brought for that purpose, filled the can with kindling, gave a squirt of lighter fluid, and dropped the button into the flames, followed by a generous handful of salt and iron shavings.

      Overhead, I heard a man’s shriek followed by what I guess was some creative cursing—everything sounds worse in German. All the research Chiara and I found said that burning a personal possession in the place where a troubled spirit manifested with plenty of salt, iron, and holy water should do the trick if the bones were not available. I hoped that was right because I’d sure as hell had enough of the KOW to last a lifetime.

      Once the fire burned out, I dusted off my hands and stared up at the catwalk overhead. The clouds slid free of the moon, but I did not see any trace of Helmut’s ghostly silhouette. Cautiously, I edged out from under the water tower, ready to dive back to shelter if a shot rang out, but nothing happened, and I sighed in relief.

      The galloping hoof beats echoed in the quiet night, and I looked up to see a wild-eyed, full-grown, big as fuck bull coming right at me like a hellhound with horns.

      I grabbed my backpack and ran. I’d faced down wendigo and werewolves, vengeful ghosts and possessed raccoons, but right now, I was reenacting the Running of the Bulls in Bumfuck, Pennsylvania, in the middle of the night, and my money, if I were a betting man, was on the bull.

      I lit a cherry bomb and threw it behind me, barely slowing my pace. It exploded, and the bull made a noise between a snort and a whinny that told me it intended to have Wojcik-kabob for dinner.

      The fence loomed up ahead of me, and now that I looked at the cut I had used to enter, I wondered whether or not the bull could tear right through after me. I’m thirty-five, so I’ve slowed down a bit since my teenage years, but tonight, my legs ran like I was seventeen again. I threw myself at the fence like a two-strikes junkie caught with a pocket full of dime bags and scrambled up the metal links before my manly ass could get deflowered on the point of that bull’s pointy horns. As I flipped over the barbed wire at the top and shredded my jacket, I thought about how easy they make this look in the movies.

      Just before I could let go, the bull hit the fence full speed, catapulting me free. I might have pissed myself, just a little. Or maybe I landed in a puddle. Either way, I came down hard and landed with an inglorious splat.

      The bull stared at me with pure malice in its beady black eyes, huffing and snorting on the other side of a chain link fence that looked as delicate as lace to me right then. It backed up a few steps, and when I saw how the fence support posts had tilted after its last charge, I had visions of it chasing me all the way back to Adamsville.

      Screw that. I reached for my grenade launcher, grabbed another paintball shell, and took my shot. The shell hit the chain link fence and exploded all over the bull, spraying holy salt water in its eyes and pinging it on the nose with the iron BB. I didn’t wait; I ran for all I was worth, legs pumping, chest heaving, and I didn’t stop until I collapsed next to my big, black Silverado pick-up, Elvira. I damn near threw up on my boots, and I sat on the running boards until I could breathe without gasping, then I hauled my ass into the driver’s seat and spun out on the gravel, before that bull could follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Snow covered everything, thick and cold. The trees hung heavy with it like something on a Christmas card, and the woods were quiet except for the creaking of branches beneath the extra weight.

      Inside the cabin, a roaring fire chased away the chill. My father and my Uncle Christoph still sat at the table in the kitchen, finishing their coffee and laughing about something. So many in-jokes between them and they’d rarely explain, just share a knowing grin and a guilty chuckle.

      “Don’t encourage them.” My cousin Greg came down the ladder from the loft buttoning up his flannel shirt. He looked at our fathers behaving like teenagers and shook his head with an affectionate smile. “You know they’ll get worse tonight, after we tap that keg.”

      “You mean, my keg.” Sean, my younger brother, looked up from where he sat in one of the worn chairs near the fireplace. “Since I’m gonna be the one who gets the buck with the biggest rack.”

      “What’s the rule again? No drinking before the hunt?” I needled him. The keg was a long-standing Wojcik tradition. We all went up to Grandad’s cabin on the first day of deer season. The hunter who shot the buck with the most points had the honor or being the first to tap the keg. The first round of drinks went in order of points, and whoever either didn’t get a buck or got the smallest rack had to serve.

      “You got lucky last year,” Sean replied, competition keen in his eyes. “Paybacks, Mark. Paybacks.”

      Just before sundown, the dying started. I’d heard all kind of wild animals out in those woods: bears, mountain lions, wild dogs, bald eagles. I’d never heard that noise before, a shriek like a cat in a blender, and before we even had a chance to look around, the creature was on us.

      Dad and Sean shot first, but the bullets didn’t even make a dent, ammo that could drop a two-hundred-pound buck, and I know they didn’t miss. I took my shot, just as Uncle Christoph and Greg fired, and the bullets just seemed to bounce off the thing’s hide.

      It stalked us, as if it wanted us to get a good look. Coarse, dark, matted hair covered its body, and its head looked like an elk’s skull without the skin, but with razor-sharp teeth and at least a twelve-point rack of antlers that didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen in a fish and game magazine. I learned later to call it a wendigo.

      We kept on shooting, and it just kept coming. The creature stood on two legs, but its long arms made me think it could drop to all fours and outrun us. It lurched forward and caught Uncle Christoph across the throat with the long claws on its huge paw, and he went down, burbling blood.

      “Chris!” Dad yelled, but the beast swiped once across his chest, opening him up to the ribs from throat to belly, spraying blood across the white snow. Sean shot the thing point blank, but it never slowed down, and it grabbed him with one hand while its teeth sank into his throat and Sean went still.

      “You son of a bitch!” I shouted, dropping my rifle and pulling my utility knife. Greg did the same, and we tackled the creature. We each weighed about two-twenty, and we jumped that beast at a full run, but it took our weight like it was nothing. Up close, the stench made my eyes water. Greg and I stabbed with our knives, but its hide was so tough we couldn’t cut deep enough to wound it.

      The creature fixed its blood-red eyes on me and ripped me away from its body with one hand, throwing me across the clearing before it swung its claws and took Greg’s head right off.

      My knife was useless, my gun was empty, and I was the last one left. I scooted backward like a crab and felt something hard press against my back. I still had my flare gun, and as the creature loomed over me, I pulled the trigger.

      The flare hit square in its chest, and the matted hair ignited. The wendigo screamed, in pain this time instead of dominance, and the flames engulfed it. It backed up, beating at its burning pelt, back arched, howling, and the woods filled with the smell of burning flesh and hair. It kept on screaming, and I collapsed back into the snow, too battered to move, and too heartsick to want to.

      I sat up in my bed, gasping for air, the wendigo’s shrieks ringing in my ears, and the smell of stinking smoke in my nose. I swallowed hard and guessed I’d been screaming in my sleep. Again.

      I ran a shaking hand back through my hair and wiped away cold sweat. Ten fucking years, and when I closed my eyes, it was just like yesterday. The alarm clock read three a.m. I sighed and got up, stumbling to the kitchen to pour myself a drink. I wouldn’t get any more sleep tonight.

      On the way, I saw the picture of the five of us on the mantle. Dad, Uncle Christoph, Greg, me, and Sean, all with our arms slung over each other’s shoulders in front of the fireplace at the cabin, holding our hunting rifles, big cheesy grins on our faces. We’d taken that photo the morning of the hunt, and it hurt every time I saw it, but I couldn’t bear to put it away. I needed a reminder of how badly I’d failed.

      If bullets didn’t hurt it, I should have known knives wouldn’t either. I forgot all about the flare gun, until it was too late. I lived, but that screw-up cost me everything.

      I made myself turn away from the photo. The cuts on my shoulder where the wendigo slashed me burned, and I chalked it up to imagination. Then again, with supernatural creatures, maybe it did leave some of its taint behind. If so, it wasn’t merciful enough to finish the job it started.

      I made a pot of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table until it brewed. It had been a while since I’d dreamed of the wendigo, and I wondered if the Nazi ghost stirred up old memories. I fired up my laptop while I waited on the coffee and started looking for new cases.

      By seven a.m., I’d started on my second pot of coffee and made notes about several promising leads. All that research hadn’t completely pushed the dream from my thoughts, but denial is one of my specialties, and I’d managing to get this far into the day without spiking my coffee, which I took as a win.

      I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes, which felt like I’d poured sand in them. Damn, but I needed some time off. And I was going to take it, too. I had a whole week of vacation written onto my calendar in red ink. I’d lined up someone to cover for me at the garage, made sure my fishing license was current, and made a list of everything I’d need. Spend a few days by myself fishing and watching movies on my laptop and tramping around the woods, and then my poker gang were going to come up on the weekend. Nice, simple, relaxing.

      My phone rang, and I grabbed it without looking at the number. “Mark! Did I wake you?” Father Leonardo “Leo” Minnelli sounded far too chipper.

      “No, I was up,” I managed, running a hand over my face and realizing I needed to shave. “Look, Father, if this is about what I owe you for the poker game—”

      Father Leo chuckled. “You do owe me—or, I should say, you owe the Poor Box—but you can pay me on Friday before we start the next game.”

      Nothing is normal about my life; why should my poker buddies be any different? My regular group includes Chiara and Blair, Dave Ellison from Ellison Towing, Tom Minnelli and his brother Leo—the priest. Father Leo’s winnings go to the parish poor fund. He said he learned to play in seminary, and I guessed all that unrequited libido had to go somewhere, because he’s probably the best player at the table, and we’re all pretty damn good.

      “You called me about poker at this hour?”

      “No, I called because I need your help. Can you meet me at the diner? I’ll buy breakfast.”

      Considering that I’d been up for hours and only had coffee and a day-old donut, he had me at “hello.” “I’ll be there in fifteen,” I said.

      “I’ll be there in twenty,” he replied. “Get us a table and a pot of coffee, and I’ll join you.” He paused. “Take a spot in the back, where we can talk.”

      I closed down my laptop, set my notes aside, and shambled to the bathroom for a quick shower and a shave. I planned to go straight from the diner into the garage, so I dressed for the shop. Pete Kennedy, my shop manager, would open, so if I came in by nine, I wouldn’t miss much. And I figured having breakfast with a priest came with a side of automatic atonement.

      The Original Best Lakeview Diner was a local institution. It sat on stilts at the very edge of Conneaut Lake, with a great view and even better food. Pictures of local celebrities dining in the booths hung on the walls, as well as framed restaurant reviews spanning sixty years and vintage ads and placemats from the diner’s long and storied past.

      “Hiya, Mark!” Sandy called from the register when I walked in.

      “Hey, Sandy,” I replied. “I’m meeting the padre—got a table for us someplace quiet?”

      Sandy rolled her eyes. “If you’re going to start confessing your sins, Mark Wojcik, you’ll be here all night.”

      “Good thing you’re open 24/7,” I quipped. Sandy went to high school with me; we go way back. Sandy had short dark hair, blue eyes full of mischief, and a figure that, even now, could stop traffic. She and her husband Vince run the diner now that her parents are retired. That’s the thing about living in the town where you grew up. Everyone knows where the bodies are buried. In my case, that’s not even a joke. I tried to leave after the whole wendigo thing, but that didn’t work out, and now I’m back.

      “Take the back table on the right,” Sandy said with a jerk of her head. “I’ll get Amy to bring out coffee and menus, although I don’t imagine either of you will look at them.”

      I wended my way toward the rear of the diner, nodding to people or stopping to say hello as I went. The early morning crowd here doesn’t change much, and most of us have been coming in for years. I was just lucky that the table in the back didn’t “belong” to a regular.

      I’d barely poured myself a cup of coffee before Father Leo slid into the booth across from me. “You look like crap, Mark.”

      “Need to work on that bedside manner, Father.” I didn’t take offense. He was right.

      Father Leo is Tom’s older brother, which makes him about four years my senior, or just shy of forty. He looks younger, with wavy dark hair and big brown eyes. I bet he was the guy who got carded until he turned thirty. Leo was ahead of me in school, and the way Tom tells it, he left a string of disappointed girls in his wake when he announced his intention for the priesthood. He’s funny and easy to talk to and has the boy-next-door looks women seem to fall for. I wondered if that made for better attendance at Mass.

      On the other hand, I had my dad’s straw-blond hair and light green eyes, with the high cheekbones and broad forehead that mom always said was like having a “map of Poland” on my face. Whatever that meant. The solid, stocky build came from mom’s side of the family and made it clear I came from a long line of farmers and laborers with big hands and strong shoulders. I’m not the guy any of the girls notice first in a room, but back in the day, it’d been enough to get Lara’s attention. For a while.

      Father Leo cleared his throat, and I hurriedly sipped my coffee. “Sorry, didn’t sleep well last night,” I muttered.

      He gave me a look that said he gathered far too much from my appearance. I often wondered if he didn’t have a little psychic mojo that he kept on the down-low. Might not fly well with the Vatican boys, but I imagine that a little enhanced intuition could be a help in his line of work. Right now, it made me squirm. “Bad dreams?” he asked quietly.

      I blew out a long breath. “Yeah. Same old, same old.” When I looked up, I pasted on a smile neither of us believed. “You have a case?”

      Father Leo took the shift for what it was and nodded. “You know Sam Roundtree?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Worked on his sports car a while back. Owns some kind of plastic molding company out near Conneautville, right?” If it was the same guy I was thinking of, he had made a fortune with a couple of lucky government contracts and became a hometown hero by keeping the factory here, where good manufacturing jobs were scarce.

      “He’s involved in a lot of local philanthropy projects, including some where I’m on the board,” Father Leo went on. “Like the Tracks to Backpacks initiative.”

      I’d heard of that. Back in the day, when this area had more tool and die shops than anywhere else in the country, a lot of railroads came through to take those machine parts to Pittsburgh, Detroit, Chicago, and elsewhere. Then the big factories closed or moved overseas, and most of the trains stopped coming here. Now, Tracks to Backpacks raised money to buy up those old abandoned railway easements and turn them into hiking and biking trails. I’d tried out a few and loved the way they wound through countryside that usually went unseen. “I don’t understand—”

      “They’ve been getting a new trail ready, and there’ve been problems,” Father Leo said. “Your kind of trouble.”

      Oh. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. The railroad was a dangerous place to work, and back in the day, safety standards were often non-existent or poorly enforced. I’d heard tell of men who got burned in boiler accidents, who fell beneath the cars, or were crushed between them. Of hobos who got hit on the tracks, tumbled out of freight cars, or motorists broadsided by engines at lonely crossroads. “Restless spirit?”

      Father Leo nodded. “There’ve been delays throughout the construction, and while the official paperwork says otherwise, the workers claimed to see strange things, hear weird noises. The phenomena got stronger as the work went on and started to knock over tools, spill materials, and hide things. Then the workers said the manifestation got hostile, shoving people, tripping them, and throwing objects. They reported cold spots, a shadow that didn’t have a source, or a gray man walking along the tracks who suddenly disappeared. They began to feel unwelcome, like something was trying to make them leave. It got serious when a flying hammer hit a man in the head and everyone swears there was no one around to throw it.”

      I frowned. “You sure it isn’t just pranks gone awry, or maybe the work crew has been drinking?”

      Father Leo sighed. “Believe me, the organization tried every other explanation before they took any of the stories seriously. But the workers have walked off the job, and the organization is supposed to do a big ribbon-cutting in a few weeks, where they expect to take in enough donations to fund the second half of the project. But if the first portion isn’t finished—”

      I got the picture. Bad press, donors might bail, and a worthy project would founder—and with it, jobs that the trails would bring to the area. “And I guess they can’t do a big fancy event with a renegade ghost on the loose.”

      Father Leo leaned forward. “There are men who would, regardless, just to avoid embarrassment. Even if people got hurt. Sam isn’t like that. He’s done a lot for this area, and he’s got his own money donated to this. He wants it to succeed, but he doesn’t want anyone harmed.” He tugged at his collar. “I said I knew someone who could look into it, discreetly.”

      “Do you know where on the trail the ghost shows up the most?” I was already guessing at probable causes, and narrowing down the location would help a lot.

      Father Leo slid a paper with coordinates over to me. “From what the witnesses say, that’s the epicenter. Sightings and phenomena occur within a couple hundred feet of that spot, but it’s apparently Ground Zero.”

      I sighed and slipped the paper into my pocket. Father Leo was a good guy, and a friend. “I’ve got a couple of appointments this morning at the garage, but I’ll go out this afternoon and see what I can see,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Father Leo replied. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt—and the trails project is important.”

      We finished our meals talking about the Steelers’ defensive line, the Pirates’ batting averages, and whether the Penguins would be in the running for the Stanley Cup again. Everybody around here pretty much bleeds black and gold for the Pittsburgh teams, or blue and white for Penn State if we’re talking about college ball. People might pretend they don’t care, but when the playoffs come, fans get rabid. Someone told me once “there are no atheists in football” meaning everyone really has a team they believe in. I’m pretty sure the phrase is “no atheists in foxholes,” but it seemed accurate either way.

      The morning passed quickly, and for a while, I quit thinking of railroad ghosts and wendigos as I got my hands dirty working on engine blocks and carburetors. Some people knit; others do yoga. For me, the best therapy in the world happens with a wrench and some motor oil. My garage works on all kinds of cars, but I love working on old classics and helping out when one of our local car nuts is rebuilding one from the frame up. Before hunting took up so much of my time, I used to help out at the local rallies and race tracks. Spending a nice summer night with a cold beer and the smell of gasoline and burning rubber at the track is my kind of heaven.

      I worked through lunch, stopping just long enough to wolf down sandwiches Pete fetched from the place up the street. The afternoon got slow, and by three, I left Pete to close down, since I wanted to go check out the trail well before dark.

      Both ends of the new trail were completed, but the ghostly disturbances had shut down finishing the middle. I had checked out the project’s website. It would be a wonderful local destination when it was finished, with a smooth asphalt trail perfect for walkers, joggers, cyclists, even wheelchairs and strollers. Local bird watchers, garden groups, and the botany department from the college had all signed on to tag plant specimens, erect informational signs, and create guide books. Groups from the Rotary to the Daughters of the American Revolution pledged money for benches along the route. Schools were already planning nature hikes.

      And one grumpy ghost threatened to shut it down.

      I parked at the midpoint construction entrance and pulled my gear bag out of the back. It was full of all the stuff I usually needed for a job like this: salt, holy water, lighter fluid, iron, and wooden stakes, a crow bar, an EMF scanner, a shotgun with a choice of shells filled with iron pellets or rock salt, and a shovel, just in case.

      No one Father Leo had talked to seemed to know who the ghost was, which made it tough. Some of the witnesses thought they saw a man wearing a Fedora, which only narrowed it down to the first half of the twentieth century. My internet search turned up bupkis on railroad fatalities linked to this stretch of rail. I was going in blind, and I hated it. That kind of thing gets hunters killed.

      The middle stretch of trail had a gravel base, but no asphalt yet, and one end was just scraped dirt. The long, straight vista made it easy to envision tracks, with freight trains rumbling down the rails at full speed, blowing their whistles when they passed neighboring farms. Trees and marshland stretched on both sides, with nary a farm in sight, making this spot either peaceful or lonely, depending on your perspective. Tools and machinery looked like they had been abandoned by a crew that went to lunch and never came back, which wasn’t far from the truth.

      Wind rustled the treetops, but otherwise, the woods were eerily quiet. I should have heard birds chirping and seen squirrels and chipmunks scurrying, maybe even spotted a rabbit or a deer. Other than the leaves rustling in the wind, nothing moved. I felt the hair prickle at the back of my neck.

      The EMF reader stayed quiet, its needle still in the green range. I poured a salt circle and set down my gear bag inside, although I doubted any ghost could get past the sigils and protective runes painted and stitched on the bag itself. I had my Glock tucked in my belt at my back like always, but I grabbed a crowbar, a flask of holy water, and some salt. Then I went for a stroll.

      The longer I stayed, the more I could feel someone watching me, though there was no one in sight. The EMF reader gave a few hiccups, but no piercing squeals. I walked along the dirt portion, but saw no sign of recently dug up bones. Still, the unnatural silence gave me the heebie-jeebies, and I had the feeling something was biding its time.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of movement, but when I turned, nothing stirred. If this son of a bitch ghost felt like playing games, I refused to play nice. I made another slow pass, and this time, the EMF reader twitched more, jumping up from yellow to red and swinging back and forth wildly.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I murmured, holding an iron crowbar in one hand and the EMF reader in the other. A loud squawk from the meter froze me mid-step, and I turned in a slow circle, on guard. Nothing stirred, but the meter definitely made more noise when I pointed it off to the right, so I stepped down from the rough asphalt and walked straight toward the edge of the woods.

      The trees had surely been kept farther back from the rails when trains were running, so I figured that the old tree line was probably at least two or three feet in from the current edge of the woods. My foot hit something solid, and I kicked at the covering of leaves, unearthing a steel spike sunk into the ground and rising out of the dirt by a few inches once the debris was cleared.

      The meter went wild. I could see something etched in the domed head of the spike, and bent for a closer look. Someone had carved a symbol in the steel, but I didn’t recognize it, so I dropped the meter in my pocket and took a picture with my phone. I lost my balance as I got to my feet, and when I put out a hand to steady myself, my palm brushed the spike.

      An unseen force picked me up and threw me beyond the trees on the grass at the side of the trail. I landed hard on my back, knocking the breath out of me and knocking the crowbar out of my hand. Before I could get up, a man loomed over me. He wore a long top coat, a scarf, and a Fedora. The style of his coat and the suit jacket lapels I could see under it made me think Swing era. With a beak of a nose, dark, accusing eyes, and thin, tightly pressed lips, he clearly didn’t look happy to see me.

      And, oh yeah, he was gray and translucent.

      Fedora Man reached for me, and I rolled to one side, scrabbling for the crowbar. I came up swinging, and one pass of cold iron sent the ghost packing, but I knew he wouldn’t be gone for long. I grabbed my gear bag and ran. Behind me, a man’s laughter filled the air, cold and mocking.

      When I reached Elvira, I threw one arm over the side of the bed and heaved for breath, never taking my eyes off the spot where I came out of the woods. Nothing followed me, and I wondered if I had imagined the laughter.

      No, I didn’t. But what the fuck? What was a guy dressed like he was going out for dinner, back in the Glenn Miller era, doing next to railroad tracks that at the time they were in use would have been in the middle of woods and cornfields? Who the hell put that funky stake in the ground, and what was that symbol? Did Fedora Man throw me on my ass, or was it bad juju from that stake?

      Too many questions and not enough answers. I stowed my bag and got in, happy to peel out of the gravel access road and get away. One thing I did know: whatever haunted the rail line had serious mojo. Someone was going to have to put it down, and I knew in my bones that “someone” would be me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Friday evening at Crystal Dreams was Cards Against Humanity (CAH) night for the eighteen to twenty-one crowd. Everyone was welcome, but those in the know knew the group was also a safe space for the LGBT teens in the area—a popular haven. Chiara put out cookies and punch, and then hung out in the main section of the store until game night ended at nine.

      I strolled in just as the game must have gotten underway because I could hear loud laughter and picked out some definitely NSFW phrases.

      “Didn’t think I’d see you here on a Friday night,” Chiara said, moving out from behind the counter. A few latecomers browsed the bookshelves, but Conneaut Lake’s nightlife tends more toward the local watering holes like my favorite, The Drunk Monk. “Thought you’d be holed up with a six-pack of IC and that Ice Road Truckers marathon on the History Channel.”

      “Bite me.”

      “So not appropriate.” She rolled her eyes and grinned. We had a long history of inappropriate humor, and the games of CAH she and Blair and I played were spectacularly politically incorrect.

      I pulled out my phone. “Got a picture to show you.”

      She grinned. “Please tell me you aren’t going to show dick pics to a lesbian.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. “I don’t show dick pics to anyone,” I replied, looking heavenward for patience. “Although the ghost who threw me across the tracks acted like a dick and may, in fact, have been named Dick. I didn’t know.”

      That got her attention. “Really? What’ve you got?”

      I showed her the symbol carved on the stake, expecting a wisecrack. Instead, she paled and her eyes went wide. “Sweet Mother of God,” she murmured. “That the mark of a stregone.”

      It took a lot to get a reaction like that out of Chiara. “That sounds like a type of pasta. Enlighten me.”

      Chiara blinked and regained her composure. “Not pasta, not pastry. It’s a male witch from Italy. And in these parts, likely to be more Mob than Mephistopheles.”

      “No shit. The Mob has warlocks?”

      Chiara cringed. “Normally, I’d school you that ‘warlock’ is a pejorative, outdated term, and ‘witch’ is preferred regardless of gender, but in this case, you’re dead on. Stregone are bad news, especially the Sicilian ones.” She shook her head. “When you step in it, Mark, you go hip-deep, don’t you?”

      “It’s a talent,” I replied.

      Chiara looked up as her last two customers left without buying anything. She flipped the sign on the door to “closed,” and then went behind the counter, pulled out a bottle of whiskey, and grabbed two Styrofoam coffee cups before leading me over to a couple of arm chairs out of sight of the front windows. Once she had poured us both a couple of fingers-worth of booze, she took a slug and sat back.

      “From the stories Nonna Lucia tells, I thought the last real stregone vamoosed from around here after the Yablonski murders down in Clarksville back in the late sixties made national news.”

      I wasn’t born then, but like everyone in these parts, I knew the stories. Nearby Meadville was conveniently located between Youngstown, Ohio; Buffalo, New York; and Pittsburgh, all allegedly hotbeds of Mob activity back in the day. People whispered that capos and lieutenants came out here to “cool off” when things got too hot to handle, either from law enforcement or rival Mafiosi families. That Sopranos shit doesn’t just happen in Chicago and New York; my dad had stories to tell about dirty deeds done dirt cheap in these parts that could curl your hair.

      Mob connections around here were something everybody “knew,” but no one could or would prove. Most of the time, the local Don kept his boys on a tight leash. Civilians didn’t get hurt, paybacks happened in private, and everyone was happy to look the other way.

      “So, of course, this is all just hearsay,” Chiara prefaced her tale, as everyone did around here. Just so I wouldn’t ever think she might have heard it from a member of her extended family who might have been in the “family business.”

      “Of course.”

      She gave me a death stare, and I stuck out my tongue at her. The evening was just getting started.

      “So the Families around here did well for themselves during Prohibition and ‘reinvested’ in a lot of legitimate businesses.”

      In other words, laundered the cash. But whatever.

      “The forties, fifties, and early sixties were the heyday,” Chiara continued, sounding almost nostalgic. “The steel mills and factories in Pittsburgh, Youngstown, and Buffalo were booming, Union dues were big money, and the cops were the best money could buy. Life was good. But now and then, someone got out of line—”

      “And needed whacked.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, these stregone, why use a witch when you could just call in a hit man?”

      Chiara took another swig of whiskey. “No one would, unless the hit man didn’t come back.”

      I stared at her. “Damn.”

      She quirked her head to one side. “Hey, the Family plays rough. Hit men and witches don’t come cheap, so whoever needed to be taken care of had to be a big fuckin’ deal. A made man, probably high up, maybe with connections to the big-city Families.”

      “So who do you think Fedora Man was? The witch or the target?”

      Chiara grimaced. “No idea. But…why don’t you come to dinner with Blair and me tomorrow night? I’ll sit next to Nonno Carlo and make sure his wine glass never goes empty. By dessert, he’ll be telling you all the ‘good old days’ stories you can handle, and I might be able to nudge him in the right direction.”

      I weighed my options. Dinner with Chiara’s big, rowdy Italian family—some of whom were still willfully in denial about her “good friend” Blair—was sure to be full of loud family drama. On the other hand, the Morettis owned not only a bakery but the best damn Italian restaurant in the tri-state, and I knew from the leftovers Chiara brought back that the food at home was even better.

      “All right, you made me an offer—”

      “Oh, don’t even go there.”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “I promise to be on my best behavior.”

      She snorted. “That’s rich, coming from you.”

      “Do I get a cheat sheet ahead of time to know which ones believe you’re actually married, and which ones might be trying to foist you off on me?” Chiara’s very conservative Italian Roman Catholic family had not completely accepted her relationship with Blair. On the other hand, Father Leo not only sent a wedding present, he included a bottle of bubbly. Go figure.

      Chiara let out a string of curses in Italian, and while I’m not fluent, what I could pick up made my eyebrows rise. “Listen up. Nonna and Nonno figure if they don’t see it, it’s not real. Mama says novenas for me every day. Daddy’s surprisingly cool with everything, says he doesn’t care as long as we’re happy. Ditto for Tony, Eddie, Carmen, and Frank,” she added, naming off her brothers, all except one. “Michael—he’s the family hard-ass. Missed his calling with the Inquisition.” She wrinkled her nose. “God, I love him, but he’s such a prick. I told him that he was probably gay himself since he was so hung up on it.” She chuckled. “Thought he was gonna pop an aneurysm.”

      Chiara knocked back her drink. “But at the end of the day, he loves me as much as the rest of the family.”

      I got the feeling that was a loaded statement, and I wasn’t touching it with a ten-foot pole.

      “What time?” I asked.

      “Dinner’s always at six,” she replied.

      “No, I meant, what time should I start drinking before I get there.”

      She punched me in the shoulder. “That depends. Do you intend to drive home? Cuz calling a cab in Conneaut Lake is gonna be a long wait.”
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      I knew the Moretti brothers by reputation long before I met Chiara. One of the first stories I heard when I moved back after my brief absence was how five local boys took out a werewolf that tried to kill their sister and her date. I’d been surprised because I thought that a secret government agency had taken out all the local werewolves back in the 1890s, but I guess one or two always slip the net.

      Anyhow, the Moretti brothers handled the werewolf with extreme prejudice, and that’s what got Chiara into the business of hunter support. Yeah, the cops tried to tell them that it was really just a hippie high on meth, but all the therapy in the world wasn’t going to change their minds about what they saw that night.

      Apparently, Chiara had told her brothers about me because I got a warm welcome when I walked into the house. The Moretti’s home was one of the two-and-a-half-story WWII vintage houses that are everywhere in these parts, solidly comfortable and middle class, like their owners. I knew Chiara’s mother was devout, and from the Virgin Mary statue in the front yard to the religious bric-a-brac, that hadn’t changed.

      I’d had a bit of a chip on my shoulder before I arrived, knowing that not all of Chiara’s family accepted her marriage to Blair. But I was blown away by how friendly everyone was and how easily I got sucked into the jokes and chit-chat. If Blair felt uneasy, she hid it well, lounging on one of the well-worn couches with an arm slung over Chiara’s shoulder talking hunting gossip with Eddie and Carmen.

      Nonna Lucia sat straight-backed and imperious in a rocking chair, with her dark gray hair swept up in a bun and a shawl around her shoulders. She might have been pushing eighty, but I had the feeling she could still put me in my place like a whelp. Nonno Carlo sat near her on the couch, holding a dark-haired toddler who was sucking her thumb.

      Chiara’s mother, Maria Louise, bustled around the kitchen and dining room like a general in an apron, directing her daughters-in-law who snapped to do her bidding. She was a wiry woman with classic good looks that did not wilt even in the heat of a hot kitchen, and I respected the work she and her husband had put into maintaining their foodie empire. Jimmy Moretti, Chiara’s father, stood in the doorway to the dining room holding a beer, deep in conversation with Michael.

      I drifted over to the side, observing and feeling a little unsure. Part of me felt a sudden, unexpected stab of loneliness. Lara and I didn’t have kids, and her family lived out in the Eastern side of the state, but before that damned hunting trip, Sunday dinner at my dad’s place wasn’t that much different. My mom died when Sean and I were in middle school, but Dad had been a cook in the Army, and he enjoyed a good pot roast as much as anyone. Sure, he could only cook about three different meals and grill steaks or burgers, but no one ever left the table hungry, and his homemade pierogies were to die for.

      “Drink up.” Tony pushed a beer into my hand and grinned. “I see Chiara finally dragged you into our dramatic family dinners. God, I hope you took Valium before you left home.”

      I took a long pull from the cold beer and sighed in contentment. “I think I’ll manage.”

      “Chiara tells us all about you, you know,” Tony confided. “Mama and Papa don’t know about her side business, but we do. Baby Girl doesn’t keep secrets from us.”

      I chuckled at the thought that anyone got away with using that nickname for Chiara. Then again, her brothers—even Michael, the prick—seemed pretty hard-core about family. I could respect that. “I imagine she makes it sound much more interesting. Mostly, I end up covered in mud and bleeding like a stuck pig.”

      Tony looked like he would have said more, but Jimmy had moved to the end of the dining room table and clinked his spoon against his wine glass. “Dinner’s served!”

      Everyone scurried to their places as if the food might run out, although from the bounty of dishes on the table, I couldn’t imagine how we could ever make a dent. It looked amazing and smelled like heaven.

      Chiara winked at me and settled in next to Nonno, with Blair to her right. I sat next to Blair. The meal was raucous, filled with good-natured jibes, family gossip, updates on a dizzying number of cousins whom I didn’t even try to keep track of, and some heated banter about the Steelers’ draft picks. I took it all in, shoveling food into my mouth like a starving man, because damn, this was fine fodder. Lucia and Maria Louise noticed and gave me an approving nod. If food was love, then I felt utterly embraced.

      Of course, dessert was as magnificent as the meal. The Moretti bakery hadn’t built its reputation for nothing. Plate after plate of fresh-baked treats came from the kitchen, and I might have had to unbutton my pants, but I enthusiastically indulged.

      Throughout it all, Chiara and Blair chatted up Nonno Carlo, asking about his weekly dominos game at the Italian Club, and how his friends at the Masons or the Elk Club fared, all the while keeping him plied with wine. Lucia looked on with an eagle eye, not missing a trick, but permitting it to happen. I didn’t want to even start to plumb the complexities of Moretti family politics, but despite her family’s ambivalence about her partner, it was clear that Chiara was the cherished baby girl of the family, a super-power she wielded with clear knowledge of its devastating effects.

      Once we were all sated with food and wine, Chiara leaned forward, resting her chin on her interlaced fingers. “Nonno,” she said, “I heard a rumor that back in the day, a stregone whacked a guy out on the old Erie-Lackawanna line. Is it true?”

      Carlo leaned back and slid her a sidelong look. “Well now, that’s going back a while,” he said, folding his gnarled hands in front of him. “Not that I know anything I didn’t hear secondhand, you understand—”

      “Of course,” Chiara replied with a completely straight face.

      “But depending on how far back you go, the only guy I ever heard might have pissed people off enough to call in a stregone would be Vinnie Three-Nuts.”

      I nearly choked on my wine. “Did you say—”

      Carlo nodded. “Yeah. Might have been because his last name was Trinotti. Or maybe he was just especially blessed. Who knows? But he was brash and loud, always calling attention to himself, getting into trouble.” His voice dropped to a confidential tone. “The bosses, they don’t like that, you know.”

      I’d seen The Godfather and Goodfellas. I knew that wasn’t good.

      “So what happened?” Chiara asked with rapt attention. No stretch of the imagination to guess she had Nonno wrapped around her little finger. Also no stretch to think perhaps the story might not be as hearsay as the old man wanted us to think.

      “Vinnie kept getting in fights, roughing people up who didn’t need it, and the Don finally got tired of it. Because Vinnie, he wouldn’t listen to the warnings, and the Don didn’t like to repeat himself,” Carlo said. “But Vinnie was a hit man, so how do you hit a hit man?”

      “With a witch?” I asked.

      Carlo pointed thumb and forefinger at me like a gun, and for a second, those watery blue eyes had perfect clarity. I tried not to shudder. “Got it in one,” he replied, and I wondered if he guessed that I had primed Chiara to ask.

      “And then what happened?” Chiara prompted, and Carlo’s attention returned to her. I felt like I’d gotten a reprieve.

      “Well, it depends on who you hear tell the story,” Carlo replied. “According to what I heard, and this was back around the time it happened, Vinnie went out to do a job on one of the trains that left outta Meadville. Back then, trains were comin’ and goin’ day and night, ’cause of the War, you know? Lotsa places up here made parts for the military or tools or nylon, so the yards were always full o’ trains. So Vinnie goes to do the job, and he doesn’t come back.”

      “They ever find his body?” Tony asked.

      Carlo shrugged. “A few days later. The Don made sure he had a nice funeral, lotsa flowers, a nice gift to the Church in his name, and a ‘bereavement gift’ to his wife.”

      “So the guy who fixed his hit sent flowers to his funeral?” I sputtered.

      Carlo looked at me like I was slow. “That’s how business was done. People had class.”

      Chiara kicked me under the table, and I took a mouthful of wine. “What happened to the stregone?” she asked, once again diverting attention from my inappropriate question.

      “Don’t know. Don’t want to know. Guys like that, you wanna stay as far away from as you can.” He turned to address that last sentence to me. I gulped more wine.

      “Why do you ask, baby girl?” Carlo said after a long, uncomfortable silence.

      “They’re tearing up one of the old rail lines and making a walking trail. People got telling stories, and I heard bits and pieces. Figured you’d remember,” Chiara replied, managing to look big-eyed and innocent.

      Carlo didn’t look like he believed her for one second, but he let it go. “I’ve always been a good Catholic,” he said, lifting his chin. “But in my time, I’ve seen some things that they don’t talk about in church. The stregone, they’re real. Nothing to fool with. Some stories are better forgotten.”

      With that, Lucia and Maria Louise rose to get fresh coffee, and I tugged at my collar. The conversation drifted back to local gossip and sports, and before long, Chiara and Blair rose, which was my cue.

      “Gotta get back home. Store opens early tomorrow,” Blair said. Chiara gave a round of hugs and kisses to her family, some of whom embraced Blair as well, while others just nodded and kept their distance. Their loss, I figured. I shook hands with the men and complimented the women on the food.

      Carlo held my hand a bit more firmly and longer than necessary. “You’re the ghost hunter guy,” he said in a voice pitched low for me alone.

      “That’s me.”

      “The stregone who killed Vinnie was Johnny Vasili. If he’s still alive, Don Giordano will know. He’d be older than me. But still dangerous, you hear?”

      I nodded.

      “You didn’t find none of this out from me,” Carlo continued in a smoker’s rough whisper. “But Vinnie was a friend. Batshit crazy, but he did me a good turn now and again. He didn’t deserve what he got from that witch. Send him on, and tell him Carlo said ‘hello.’”

      “I’ll do my best,” I replied, hoping I sounded less freaked out than I felt. Carlo slapped me on the shoulder with a big paw that almost made me stagger.

      “Good for you,” he said, and then passed by me to go light a cigar on the back stoop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      What do you wear to meet with the local godfather?

      Make that “alleged” godfather.

      Simon Giordano ran JASG, Inc., the company named for family patriarchs Joseph, Anthony, and Saul Giordano, from an unassuming brick office building on the outskirts of Meadville. I’d seen his picture in the paper for ribbon-cuttings, charity donations, golf outings, and black tie dinners in what passed for local high society. From the photos, I figured he was in his mid-forties, so the Don who whacked Vinnie would have been his father or grandfather, not him. Still, I figured that if anyone knew more about Johnny Vasili, it would be Simon G.

      Chiara, Blair, and I had talked the whole way back to their shop, where I had parked my car, and then we went into Crystal Dreams’ back room, made some espresso, and talked some more. Chiara had found out enough about the strange sigil to know that it wasn’t just used to kill Vinnie—it cursed him. She couldn’t tell how or whether that had something to do with him being a restless—and vengeful—ghost, but it made the whole thing a lot more complicated than the average salt and burn.

      By the time I finally headed back to my place, we had talked through the options and decided the best approach might be the simplest. Father Leo would get Sam Roundtree to ask Simon to see me, about “something vital to the project.” Apparently, Tracks to Backpacks was one of Simon’s community causes, and Sam was a golfing buddy. Small towns—everyone knows everyone.

      So here I was, tugging on my too-tight tie feeling like a chump in a blazer and khakis, screwing up my courage to go ask the (alleged) head of the local Cosa Nostra how to find a witch-assassin his grandad might have hired.

      Awkward.

      The reception area had big windows on one side, lots of natural light. A receptionist looked up as I entered, and when I gave my name, she told me I had been expected and led me back a corridor past closed offices to a pair of double doors at the end of the hallway. She opened one of the doors and stood aside, my cue to enter.

      “Come in, Mr. Wojcik.”

      To his credit, Simon pronounced my name right. I remembered what I’d read about him. Undergraduate degree from Gannon University up in Erie, MBA from Penn State. Came home to run the family business, worked his way up from small operations to bigger ones in the conglomerate of local companies that made up JASG, Inc.

      If he was Mob, he was more John Gotti than Al Capone. Slim, tanned, with a haircut that probably cost more than my car payment and a suit that came from New York if not Rome, he could have walked into any big city corporation and fit right in.

      “Please, sit down.”

      I sat. Simon seated himself behind a massive inlaid wooden desk. I wondered if it was bullet proof, and if he had a gun in the drawer. Even I knew better than to ask.

      “Sam Roundtree asked me to see you, told me you were handling a problem that might put the trails project at risk.”

      I cleared my throat and tried to find my voice. “Yes, sir. There’ve been disruptions that might slow down or stop the rest of the construction, and Mr. Roundtree hired me to take care of it, because they fall into my…area of expertise.”

      “Which is?”

      Usually, I have no trouble running my mouth. Ask anyone. Right now, I was spitless. “I get rid of supernatural problems.” That sounded a little classier than “monster hunter,” less sensational than “ghost hunter.”

      Simon stared at me in silence, tenting his fingers, considering. I only barely managed to keep from looking behind me, in case any large bodyguards with bulging, ill-fitting jackets had come in to eliminate me.

      “Your reputation precedes you, Mark. I can call you Mark, right?” He had the power, and we both knew it. On the other hand, I’d killed wendigo and werewolves, and if he had sources, he knew that was true. That made this the part of the interview where we vied for dominance, like two bucks in rut scraping their antlers on trees. So I squared my shoulders and held my head high. “That’s fine.”

      “If you came to me, you have a very specific question in mind. Go ahead. Ask.”

      I kept my gaze level, not a challenge, but not backing down either. “Mr. Roundtree hired me because a vengeful ghost was tearing up his worksite and threatening his crew. It’s escalated since they reached the midpoint of the trail—the old Erie Lackawanna line. People have gotten hurt. I went out to lay the ghost to rest and found this.” I unfolded my drawing of the sigil and leaned forward to slide it across the desk.

      Simon hid a shudder, but I saw it in his eyes. He recognized the symbol, and feared it. “I think the ghost is Vinnie Trinotti, and I think something Johnny Vasili did cursed him to stay here and now his ghost is insane—and dangerous.”

      “If you’ve done your homework, you know Vinnie Trinotti was probably always insane,” Simon said quietly. “He wasn’t a nice man.”

      I held up both hands in a gesture of appeasement. “I don’t care what happened or why—but I do care about laying him to rest so no one gets hurt and the project can be finished. To do that, I need to know if Johnny Vasili is still alive, and if so, where to find him.” My voice had gained conviction as I spoke. I’d fought off a fucking Nazi sniper and bagged a Japanese fish-eating monster. I wasn’t going to piss myself over a mobster in a suit—alleged or not.

      “You’ve got balls, Mark. I respect that.” He leaned back in his chair and drummed his fingers on the arm. “If you find Mr. Vasili, what do you intend to do? He’s an old man in a nursing home. Staking him through the heart would be…messy.” His lips smiled, but the humor never reached his eyes.

      “I’m going to offer him his freedom,” I replied.

      Simon’s eyebrows went up at that. “His freedom?”

      I nodded. “For a curse to be so potent after seventy-five years means that the witch who worked it sealed the deal with more than a measly spell. I’m betting that Johnny didn’t realize that somehow, he got himself tangled up in the magic, and it’s holding Vinnie here—but it also won’t let Johnny go, either.”

      That seemed to mean something to Simon because his eyes narrowed like I’d spoken an unexpected truth. “And you could break that?”

      “I’ll do my damnedest,” I said, and hoped that didn’t turn out to be literal. “But I need to know what Johnny did and how he did it. Poking around blind on something like this is likely to get a whole lot of people killed—including me.”

      I watched Simon debate with himself and come to a decision. “I have no knowledge about any crime against Mr. Trinotti, nor do I have reason to believe Mr. Vasili is anything other than a respectable senior member of our community,” he said in the kind of voice that carries well at big event speeches. “But such rumors may weigh heavily on a man’s mind, and I would not like to see Mr. Vasili be uncomfortable in the time remaining to him.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Mr. Vasili is in the Serenity Acres nursing home,” Simon said. “I’m told that his health is fragile, but his mind is still sharp. He’s in his late nineties—quite old for a man in his line of work—and he may be willing to hear you out if it eases his mind.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t be too quick with your thanks,” Simon warned. “Mr. Vasili is in full command of his faculties—all of them,” he added, “though his body is failing him. If he is not amenable to your offer, I cannot be responsible for the consequences.”

      Okay, then. I’d just been put on notice by an alleged Mafia Don that an elderly witch/hit man might not be ready to let go of a three-quarter-century-long vendetta, and I might find myself turned into a toad. No pressure.

      “I understand. How would you prefer I contact Mr. Vasili?”

      “Nikki will accompany you,” Simon said, and I looked to my right to see an extremely large man with no neck and an unmistakable bulge under one arm. “He’ll bring a letter of introduction from me. If Mr. Vasili declines to see you, there’s nothing I can do.”

      “I appreciate your time and your help.”

      Simon rose, and I knew when I was being dismissed. “When should I go?”

      “I’ll make the call now. They’ll be ready when you arrive.”

      I knew the place. Peaceful, quiet. Expensive. Either being a hit man had great retirement benefits, or Vasili’s bills were being paid by a grateful friend.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Simon turned away. “And Mr. Wojcik? I hope we don’t have to meet again.”
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* * *

      Nikki No Neck drove, and I followed in Elvira because no way in hell was I riding with a Mob enforcer. Serenity Acres was a pretty campus of modern, one-story buildings and lovely gardens that looked more like a resort hotel than a waiting room for the afterlife. Nikki led the way in, and the greeting he got from the ladies at the front desk made it clear he had been here before.

      I hung back and observed, also noticing possible exit routes, just in case. Chiara had made me a curse-deflecting amulet and given me other protection charms, which I had hidden in various pockets. Still, as I followed Nikki down the corridor, I tried and failed to sense any bad mojo. Mostly, I just noticed how the place smelled like piss and baby powder.

      Nikki’s shoulders practically brushed the walls on both sides. He stopped in front of a door and held up his hand for me to wait outside. A man of few words, that Nikki. He went inside and closed the door in my face. After a few minutes, he opened it again and stepped aside for me to enter.

      I expected a hospital bed and oxygen equipment. Instead, I found a comfortable studio hotel room and in a chair beside the window, looking out onto the garden, and a very old man with a fancy crystal glass in his hand, probably full of top-shelf whiskey.

      “So you’re the monster hunter,” Johnny Vasili said without even turning to look. “Come to hunt me?”

      I stopped a few feet away from where he sat and clasped my hands in front of me. “No sir. I’m here to talk about your release.”

      Vasili gave a wheezy chuckle and drew in his breath with a rasp that suggested a pack-a-day habit. “What would you know about that?”

      “I know that neither Vinnie Trinotti nor you can move on. Something went wrong that night seventy-five years ago, and now you’re both trapped here. All that’s left of Vinnie is an insane, murderous ghost. And all that’s left of you is right here.”

      “I don’t want your pity, boy.”

      “You don’t have it,” I snapped. “I thought we might make a deal.”

      Johnny looked like a corpse. His skin had a bluish-gray cast to it I’d only seen in the morgue, and it hung on his bones, stretched so tight that his face looked like a Death’s Head. He must have been a big man, long ago. Physically powerful, in addition to his magic. Now, he resembled a concentration camp inmate, hunched and emaciated. Then he turned to look at me, and his hard gray eyes bored into me, merciless and shrewd.

      “Come closer, boy. Tell me about this deal.”

      I had the sudden urge to make damn sure we weren’t at a crossroads because if Johnny Vasili wasn’t a demon, then God didn’t make little green apples.

      “Come with me back to the railroad line, where you did the spell on Vinnie. I need your help to break the magic and send you both on.”

      Vasili gave a wheezy, bitter laugh. “On,” he repeated. “And where, exactly, do you think someone like me will go?”

      “No idea,” I replied, although I had my own suspicions.

      “Liar.” Vasili turned to look at me, and while the body was that of a frail old man, the eyes were flat and cold, an unrepentant killer.

      “Mr. Vasili—”

      “That’s why I let it go this long, you know,” he said, speaking to me, but not really. “It worried me, where I’d go. What might happen…” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Oh, the priests will tell you about confession, but they’ll also talk about mortal sins. I used to care. Now, I’m just tired. Ready to go.”

      “Then help me,” I said quietly. “End it—for both of you.”

      Vasili caught me again in his killer’s gaze, and I felt like he could see down to my bones, pondering the best way to snuff me out. “If you’d have come to me ten years ago, I’d have killed you on the spot,” he said matter-of-factly. “Just for bothering me.”

      I remained silent, refusing to take the bait.

      “I’m fucking done,” Vasili said in a whisky rasp. “Tired of it. Ready to take my chances. Never meant to get stuck here over that fucker.” He took a sip of his whiskey and swore quietly in Italian. I didn’t need to know the language to pick up on the gist of it.

      “Then you’ll come with me?”

      “Don’t give yourself credit,” Vasili muttered. “I’d been thinking about doing it for a while now.” He pushed up from his chair. “I need to gather a few things. Come back in an hour. Bring a priest.”
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* * *

      When I picked Father Leo up from St. Gemma Galgani church, he had a tight-lipped expression that usually meant he was ready for a fight. I hoped it wasn’t with me.

      “Everything okay?” I asked as he got into Elvira and closed the door.

      “It will be as long as we’re back in time for the Ladies’ Auxiliary meeting at eight,” he said. “Mrs. Guthrie just called with an extensive list of potential projects she’d like to discuss.”

      “We could always pick up some beer on the way home,” I offered helpfully.

      Father Leo leaned back and closed his eyes. “I think whiskey’s a better bet,” he sighed. “She’s very ambitious.”

      Father Joe’s parish might have fifty families on the books and about ten old ladies who come for morning Mass. Everyone wonders why the church hasn’t been shuttered, but the truth is Father Leo holds down this area’s outpost for the Occulatum, a secret Vatican organization that battles supernatural and demonic activity. I’m his designated first responder, and while there are some other hunters in the area, Father Leo and I make a pretty good team.

      “Still on for the poker weekend?” I asked, hoping to cheer him up.

      “Assuming we survive our stroll with the hit man and the stregone?”

      “Unless you have it on good authority that there’s beer and poker on the other side of the Pearly Gates.”

      “Dear Lord, I hope so. I hate harps, and I can’t carry a tune in a bucket.” He sat up and rubbed his eyes, accepting the cold energy drink I fished out of the cooler on the floor of the back seat. “Yes, I’m looking forward to it. Given what’s on my calendar for the diocese and the parish committees, that poker weekend is pretty much giving me a reason to live.”

      I laughed. “If you can weasel out of your responsibilities, you’re welcome to come up early and fish.”

      “Don’t be surprised if I do,” he replied. “Fishing sounds like a little slice of heaven. They don’t tell us about this kind of thing when we sign up, you know. We think it will be blessing babies and Last Rites and weddings and funerals. And it turns out to be mostly committee meetings and administrative paperwork.”

      I almost made a smart remark about celibacy, but given how long it had been since I’d gotten lucky, I figured I should keep my trap shut. “Did they say much about witches and ghosts?”

      “Nope. Which just further proves my point.” Father Leo might gripe about the paperwork and his more difficult parishioners, but he’s one of the few men of the cloth I actually thought was suited to the calling. If he didn’t believe what he peddled, there’s no way in hell he’d have stared down some of the stuff we’ve handled. Not to mention the fact that my Latin sucks, so he comes in handy for exorcisms.

      I glanced at him as I drove back to pick up Johnny Vasili. “So, do you have a plan in mind for this?”

      He gave me a look. “Do you?”

      “I’ve got salt, holy water, and cold iron in my bag. None of those worked the last time, but I’ll bring them again, just in case. Otherwise, I’m hoping Vasili holds up his end of the bargain.”

      I half expected Vasili to have changed his mind, but he and Nikki were waiting when I got to Serenity Acres. Father Leo got in the back, and Nikki No Neck helped Vasili into the front seat, then climbed in behind him. We drove in tense silence to the trail parking lot. Nikki offered a meaty arm to help Vasili down, but after that, the elderly hit man refused any assistance.

      “Things sure look different,” Vasili said as we reached the construction site. “It was dark and real smoky the night I capped Vinnie, good night for that kind of work, you know?” he reminisced. “He was expecting to pick up a drop from one of the trains. That’s how things were done back then. Thought he was going to retrieve a suitcase full of money, payment for a job. Only, surprise! There wasn’t any suitcase, but there was a job.”

      Even now, after more than seventy years, knowing he was about to meet his Maker, Vasili didn’t sound sorry at all. It made my flesh crawl.

      “What was the spell supposed to do?” I couldn’t help asking.

      Vasili looked down the long straight path where the trains used to run, and I could tell he was seeing a different era. “It was a binding spell. Vinnie was a city guy. Hated the woods. Didn’t like to get mud on the cuffs of his trousers. So the spell was gonna keep him out here, in the middle of nowhere, ’till Kingdom Come. See, that’s where I went wrong,” he said, shaking his head. “I shoulda kept it simple. Couldn’t stand the guy when he was alive, finally have a chance to get rid of him, and what happens? I’m stuck with his fucking ghost for seventy-five fucking years.”

      “No time like the present to fix that,” I said, biting back anything I might have thought about poetic justice.

      Vasili fixed me with his cold, killer stare. “Don’t rush me, monster boy. It’s my funeral.” He looked to Father Leo. “You gonna say Last Rites for me? Not that I think it’ll make any difference on where I go, but hey, it’s the thought that counts, right?”

      Father Leo managed a pained half-smile. “If you want me to, I’ll say them. Do you wish to make a Confession?”

      Vasili gave a laugh that sounded like sandpaper, rough with hard liquor and cheap cigars. “How long you want to be out here, Father? I might be damn near immortal, but I don’t think you’ve got the time to hear all I’d have to say.”

      Father Leo’s expression remained carefully neutral. “You asked for a priest to attend. I want to make the…transition…for Vinnie and for you as easy as possible.”

      “Ain’t you a Boy Scout,” Vasili said, and patted Father Leo on the cheek before he turned away, walking down the rail line.

      “Should be right in here,” Vasili said. He paused as if he were listening for something only he could hear, and perhaps he was, because after all this time, he moved unerringly to the spike, and lifted his head.

      “I know you’re out there, you son of a bitch. Show yourself!”

      The woods around us stilled, and the temperature plummeted. I’d already pulled out my iron crowbar from the gear bag, and I had my holy water flask and a canister of salt in my pockets, plus the charms Chiara had given me and a sawed-off with rock salt shells. Father Leo had a rosary in one hand, and he had the other in the pocket of his suit coat, which I’d be willing to bet money contained a relic.

      A cold wind gusted through the trees, whipping up the leaves around the stakes.

      “Still a prick after all these years, Vinnie? You want out or not? ‘Cause if I came here and you don’t show, I’ll wait another seventy years. And so will you.”

      The air shimmered several feet behind the stake, and the figure of a man solidified from mist. I got a better look at him than I did when he’d rushed me the last time. Vinnie Three-Nuts looked like he stepped out of Hollywood casting for a Mob enforcer, with a pinched, rat-like face and dark, furtive eyes.

      “About time you showed up, you muther—”

      Father Leo cleared his throat. Vinnie glared, but adjusted.

      “You clap-tongued son of a whore,” he finished.

      “Same old Vinnie,” Johnny said. “Didn’t learn a thing in all these years, did you?”

      “Oh, I learned plenty,” Vinnie said with a very unpleasant smile, right before the wind picked up, pelting us with sticks and rocks from the forest floor. A strong gust forced us back a step. The frigid air numbed my nose and cheeks like a blizzard, and frost began to form on the ground around us, although the autumn day had been mild.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” Johnny raised a hand and muttered. I couldn’t catch what he said, but Father Leo began murmuring a litany I recognized as protection against dark energies. The gale died, the frost vanished, and a flash of green light seared from Johnny’s palm and arced to hit Vinnie in the chest. The ghost staggered, and his face twisted in pain.

      “Watch and learn, old man,” Vinnie replied, moving in a blur right at Johnny, arms stretching out impossibly long, with grasping, clawed hands. Nikki stepped between them. The spectral hands went right through the big man’s chest, and Nikki grunted in pain, paling as a death rattle sounded from his throat. Johnny jumped backward, suspiciously agile for a man his age, and Vinnie stepped right through Nikki’s dying body, intent on finishing the fight.

      Johnny shouted words of power, and a lattice of green fire sprang up from nowhere around Vinnie, momentarily trapping the spirit. Vinnie’s form disintegrated, materializing outside the cage and hurling a ball of gray energy at the old witch. “Eat shit and die, old man.”

      Johnny sidestepped the energy, which careened past him, forcing Father Leo and me to throw ourselves out of the way, and the gray power blasted a tree behind me. Vinnie threw another mojo-ball that went zinging through the trees, and Johnny threw up a translucent shield that sent it careening into the woods where it took out two saplings.

      “Do it!” Father Leo yelled. “Send him on!”

      Vinnie’s ghost hurled a thick limb like a javelin. It barely missed me and bounced off Johnny’s wardings.

      “I warned you, Johnny!” Father Leo said, and his posture straightened. “John Vasili, we find that you are legally convicted both by the evidence of credible witnesses and by your own repeated confession, that you have fallen, and fallen again, into the heresies which you abjured,” Father Leo recited, and Vasili recognized it at the same time the words clicked in my memory as being from the Malleus Malificarum, the “Hammer of Witches” used by the witch-finders in the Middle Ages.

      Vinnie threw a rock the size of a grapefruit. Johnny’s attention was on Father Leo, until the rock struck his left shoulder and he cried out in pain.

      “End this!” Father Leo commanded. “Or I will. I’ll send you on, John Vasili, condemned by the old words, and Vinnie will remain trapped here for all time.”

      Vinnie was so obsessed with Johnny he didn’t see me raise the sawed-off. I pulled the trigger and hit him right in the chest with the rock salt. The ghostly image blew apart. “I’ll cover you,” I snapped, glaring at Johnny. “Just quit screwing around.”

      For a moment, I thought I’d pushed my luck too far. Johnny’s gaze was murderous. He dropped to his knees next to Nikki’s body. “Watch my back,” he growled, as he rolled the dead man over and patted down his pockets without the slightest indication of concern or remorse. Johnny found what he was looking for and rose, scanning the woods for Vinnie.

      “Keep him off me. He’ll be back.”

      I kept the sawed-off in one hand and the iron crow bar in the other. Father Leo stepped closer, fixing Johnny with a no-nonsense glare. Or maybe, no-nunsense, since a ruler across the knuckles or a slap up the side of the head seemed to be in Johnny’s future.

      “Keep your collar on, padre. I’m working.” Johnny took a swig from a flask in his pocket, and then pulled out a cigar and lit up. “For old time’s sake,” he said with a crooked smile.

      Vinnie started to pull himself together, and I fired again, scattering his atoms. “Hurry it up,” I griped, loading more shells.

      Johnny replaced the flask and lighter and held up a glass bottle filled with a foul-looking concoction. “Lightning in a bottle,” he said, and began to walk counter-clockwise around the prong, dripping out a thin line of the awful-smelling liquid. When he closed the circle, he stood inside it next to the stake, and as the last drops hit the ground, a phosphorescent green light flared, like the glow of rotting plants.

      Vinnie re-formed. I shot him in the balls. He vanished. Father Leo cleared his throat menacingly. Johnny swore in Italian and pulled out a ritual knife with a bone handle and markings scribed down its curved blade. I don’t have a magical bone in my body, and I knew I was watching dark power at work. Father Leo crossed himself, but continued to bear witness.

      Vinnie popped up to my left. I wheeled, and the rock salt blasted through his head, taking off his skull above the eyebrows and his damned Fedora before he winked out.

      Johnny rolled up his sleeve, his arthritic hands moving with surprising dexterity. He drew the knife down his forearm and dripped a steady trickle of blood onto the stake. A sickly red glow answered, and Johnny continued his chant without a hitch, though the deep cut must have hurt.

      Vinnie materialized between me and Father Leo. “Duck!” I yelled, and fired. The blast went through Vinnie’s neck and chin, and sailed over Father Leo’s back as he dropped to all fours.

      “Are you done yet?” I yelled at Johnny.

      “Almost,” he replied around the cigar he chewed as much as puffed. “One more element.” He fumbled with the belt on his trousers.

      “Oh, hell no,” I growled, but by then, Johnny had dropped trou to reveal baggy striped cotton boxers so thin I could make out a mole on his butt cheek. Some things can’t be unseen. He pulled out his wrinkled willie and held it limply over the stake.

      “Seriously?” I said. “You have to piss on him?”

      “Don’t interrupt. I gotta concentrate.” A few drops fell, and Johnny shook his limp lizard. “Come on,” he muttered. A yellow light around the stake stuttered and vanished.

      Vinnie popped up behind me. I felt the shift in temperature, dropped and rolled before he could get his grubby hands into my chest, and came up shooting.

      “Watch it!” Father Leo yelled as the rock salt flew.

      “Aren’t you done yet?” I shouted at Johnny.

      “Hey, I got prostate problems! Have some respect!”

      “Mark!” Father Leo warned.

      Vinnie, the crafty little fucker, materialized in the branches overhead. I filled his belly full of salt as he fell toward me and smirked when he winked out just as I swung my iron crowbar at his head for good measure.

      I chanced a look at Johnny and couldn’t tell whether he was coaxing out more pee or having a last round of “alone time” before the great hereafter. Father Leo opened his mouth for what I was sure would be the next section of the Malleus Malificarum, just as Vinnie popped up from the ground—just from the waist up—wrapped his arms around my legs, and pulled. I went down hard, but as I fell, I sighted the shotgun between my knees and over my nuts and got Vinnie right in the face.

      Piss-yellow light flared. The woods smelled of old blood, fresh pee, and cigar smoke. I got to my knees in time to see Vinnie forcibly pulled into the circle, and this time, his form looked as solid as Johnny’s.

      “Well fuck me sideways,” Johnny muttered, looking beyond us and Vinnie to something distant across the Veil, something the living could not see. “That’s a helluva thing to spring on a guy.”

      The light flashed, and they were gone.

      Father Leo put the rosary back in his pocket and withdrew a thin purple stole, which he placed around his shoulders as he began to say the Last Rites. I got to my feet and tried to pretend I wasn’t shaking. Still wary, I advanced slowly on the place where Johnny and Vinnie had disappeared, cocking the shotgun just in case.

      The stake looked like it had been struck by lightning, and nothing remained of the rounded dome where the binding sigil had been except a melted, twisted lump of metal. I caught a lingering whiff of cigar smoke and something that smelled like a backed-up toilet. I racked another shell and shot the ground, just because.

      Father Leo finished his litany and removed the stole. “Feel better, shooting an innocent lump of dirt?” he asked with a bemused look.

      “Maybe. Let’s go,” I said, turning away.

      “You’re just going to leave him here?” Father Leo asked, with a nod toward Nikki No-Neck’s body, which I’d totally forgotten about.

      “Yeah, unless you feel like digging a shallow grave,” I replied. “I’m not calling Simon Giordano to tell him one of his goons is missing. He’s a smart guy. He’ll figure it out.” I took another look at the twisted stake and shuddered. “You want to make an anonymous call to the cops, I won’t stop you. Right now, I want a shower, a chance to bleach my eyeballs, and a bottle of whiskey. Not necessarily in that order.”
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      For a guy who misses a lot of work, I don’t take much vacation. Good thing I own the shop, or my ass would be fired. I’ve been lucky enough to hire good people who can take over when my other job—the one that pays squat—calls on the Batphone with another monster to gank.

      But I’d taken out a Japanese fish-eating monster, a Nazi sniper ghost, a vengeful hitman’s ghost, and an Italian witch, and I was ready for a real vacation. And maybe some alone time.

      I’d started gathering what I planned to take with me in the extra bedroom. My cabin isn’t big, but it’s got plenty of room for me and Demon, my Doberman Pinscher. Demon watched me bring one load after another into the bedroom and stack supplies on the floor and on the bed. He padded out of the room and returned dragging his favorite blanket, then sat down and stared at me as if daring me not to pack his stuff as well.

      I scratched him behind the ears, which made my terrifying watchdog flip over onto his back, bare his belly, and kick his legs into the air. I didn’t name him, the pound did, and if ever there was a case of false advertising, Demon was it. Worse, he made happy little grunts as I rubbed his belly and rolled his eyes back in a total state of doggy bliss.

      “You want to go fishing, too?” I asked, and Demon looked at me, tongue lolling, like he knew what I said. “Good. You can clean up when we spill the snacks playing poker.” Demon’s tail wagged harder. Maybe he did understand.

      My fishing rods and tackle box were in the garage. In here, I stacked cases of beer, a couple of bottles of whiskey, and some twelve-packs of pop. I had a fridge full of sandwich meat and cheeses. Stuffed into a big cardboard box were bags of chips and bottles of salsa, loaves of bread, boxes of breakfast cereal, and the seasonings necessary to grill any fish I caught. I had a bag of potatoes, and I’d stop on my way to the camp for sundries like milk. And yeah, my gear bag with my guns, salt, iron, and silver lay with the rest, because I don’t go anywhere without it. I’d packed my clothes, grabbed the back issues of several car magazines I hadn’t had time to read, and added my laptop and a stack of DVDs. Life looked good.

      Then my phone rang.

      I thought about not answering, but it was Chiara. She heard me swearing when I picked up.

      “Stop that,” she said. “I’ve got a job for you.”

      “Nope,” I replied. “There may be a job, but it’s for some guy who isn’t going on vacation.”

      “C’mon, Mark. You’ve got a couple of days before you leave, and this’ll be a cakewalk.”

      “The last ‘cakewalk’ job put me in the hospital in traction.”

      “Steve Louden asked us to do him a favor.”

      “Shit. And that SOB knows I can’t say no.”

      “Not can’t. Won’t.”

      I cussed some more under my breath, and she waited for me to get it out of my system. “All right. What’s the job?”

      Steve had done me more than one solid over the years. He’s a cop up near Kane, and he’s the one who hauled my sorry ass out of the woods when the wendigo happened. He’s kept me out of trouble with the police and managed to lose evidence that might have attracted too much attention from Homeland Security. I owed him.

      “He needs you to take out a were-squonk.”

      I blinked. “A what?”

      “A were-squonk.”

      “Is that even a thing?” I rolled my eyes. “What next? Zombie cow tipping? Vampire snipe hunting?”

      I’d heard of a squonk before. If a Shar-pei and a wild boar had a love child, it would look like a squonk. They’re a cryptid that’s supposed to be native to the wilds of PA, and said to be so reclusive that nobody’s gotten a good photograph. Not only that, but when they die, their body turns to water.

      “If the damn squonk liquefies when it dies, how the hell did something make it a were?”

      “Maybe that werewolf out near Bradford last year got hold of one and drank it,” Chiara said.

      Shit. That was crazy enough it might be true. If the “werewolf” was really a shapeshifter, it could happen. Shifter bites squonk, dying squonk turns to water, shifter drinks squonk, and the squonk takes over.

      “Is it hurting anyone? I mean, do we care if there’s a were-squonk running around if it isn’t eating people?”

      “Apparently, they’re very anxious, and chewing on wooden things calms them down,” Chiara replied.

      “Good. It’s up in the middle of a honking big forest. Plenty of wood to chew, enough for it and the woodchucks, muskrats, and beavers.”

      “Squonks are bigger. The size of a Mastiff, or a small brown bear,” she said patiently. She knows me, and she’s good at wearing me down with details. “So far, it’s eaten two cabins, a couple of boat docks, and part of a covered bridge.”

      “Damn. That’s a lot of anxiety. Have we considered therapy? Or Prozac?”

      “Usually squonks don’t do that much damage, but since it turned were, it’s hungrier.” Chiara huffed out a sigh. “Look, Mark. I’m not trying to screw up your vacation. Just go see what’s going on. Maybe you won’t find anything. Maybe you go shoot the were-squonk and be done with it. Steve’s paying for your meals, gas, and hotel room.”

      That made me reconsider. I could be up in that neck of the woods in a couple of hours if I left now. Have a nice dinner, stay in a hotel that might have a minibar, go tramp around the woods tomorrow—never a waste of time—look for a were-squonk, and come back with a full day before my real vacation.

      “Okay,” I said. “But if I can’t find the damn were-squonk before Friday, I’m leaving, and I’ll try again after I get back from vacation.”

      “I have faith in you, oh mighty squonk hunter,” Chiara said with a laugh. “I’ll let Steve know, and he’ll email you the details. And Demon can come over for a slumber party with Blair and me until you get back.”

      When I hung up, I knew I’d been outmaneuvered, but then again, I expected that when I saw Chiara’s caller ID. I went to pack an overnight bag and grab my go bag of weapons. I cast a longing look at the pile of stuff ready for my vacation, and promised myself that this time, neither squonks, nor sasquatches were screwing up my fishing/poker trip. Then I threw my stuff into Elvira and took off for the Big Woods.
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* * *

      Steve’s email gave me directions to a hotel where he made arrangements for my room, a diner nearby, and the coordinates to start my squonk hunt in the morning. All in all, not too shabby, and I got on the road early enough to enjoy the drive. I took the back roads and reminded myself that this is one of the goddamned prettiest states in the US of A. The big cities, Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, are on either end, and the lower two-thirds of the state has plenty of small towns and mid-sized cities, but the top third, where Interstate 80 runs through and above that to the New York State line, that’s mostly forest.

      Sure, there are hiking trails and park rangers, but you get out into the backwoods, and it’s wilderness. Grew up going hunting out in these parts. Deer—buck and doe—even went muzzle-loader hunting for bear once. It’s rugged enough that there hadn’t been any stories about that wendigo all those years ago because no one had run into it. Until we did.

      I shook off the memories, although they never went too far away. I’d read all about “survivor guilt,” and I guess I have some PTSD to go with my ADD, but after everything’s said and done, the truth is that losing people you love changes you, and you’re never the same afterward. Maybe you keep going, and maybe you don’t. But you’re different. I tell myself that I hunt monsters so no one else has to lose people they love like I did.

      I’m a fucking liar.

      I hunt monsters because every time I take one of those fuckers down, it’s that mofo wendigo all over again. It’s me shooting my nightmares. Shooting my guilt.

      Whatever it takes to get you through the night.

      I focused on the scenery and forced myself to think about dinner. They say that eating and fucking are what we’re most hard-wired to do, but since Lara left me, well—there’s eating. I hoped the diner lived up to my expectations. I figured Steve wouldn’t let me down.

      Then I saw that my “hotel” was an effing bed and breakfast, and I thought about turning the car around, but it was too damn late, and I was tired, hungry, and needed a beer. “Bell’s Retreat” the sign said over the front door as I climbed up the steps of a well-cared for white Victorian house that looked big enough for a family of twenty. The broad front porch had wicker chairs and gliders, and the smell of sugar cookies hit me when I walked into the foyer. Antiques were everywhere, from the uncomfortable looking velvet couch in the living room to the vintage sideboard in the dining room. I just bet the pattern on the curtains in my room was going to look like my grandma’s floral tea cups.

      “Mr. Wojcik. Welcome.” A pleasant woman with short dark hair and a nice smile came out from the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel. “I’m Sara McConnell, and I’m the owner of Bell’s Retreat.” She wore tan slacks, a black blouse, and a red cardigan sweater, and something about her reminded me of an innkeeper’s wife in an old sitcom I watched on TV Land.

      “Your last name isn’t Bell?”

      Her smile pinched a bit. “My in-laws started the bed and breakfast. They passed on, and my husband and I ran it until he died a few years ago. Now it’s just me.”

      That’s what I get for asking questions, I thought uncomfortably. “Steve Louden said he booked a room for me?”

      She nodded, and fortunately, she didn’t seem to be upset by me sticking my boot in my mouth. “Booked and paid for. One night, with an option for two if you want it. Right this way.”

      I felt underdressed for my own damn hotel, but I clomped down the hallway to a room with a huge four-poster bed and more fancy furniture than I’d seen anywhere, except at my pretentious aunt’s house. I figured I’d need to shower before I went to bed so I didn’t get the sheets dirty.

      “Do you like your room?” she asked, and I realized she was waiting for an answer.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m more used to Days Inn or Motel 6, so this is really something else,” I said in all honesty. It might be frillier than I’d prefer, but even I could figure out that the mattress wouldn’t be thin and lumpy and the sheets wouldn’t feel like sandpaper and smell like an ashtray. I could ignore frills for a hot shower, thick towels, and—glory be—a mini-bar. “I’m much obliged,” I added, and Sara beamed.

      “Just let me know if you need anything,” she said. “Anything at all.” She held eye contact just a few seconds too long, and I felt a flush rise up my neck.

      I cleared my throat. “Sure,” I lied. “I’ll be out early tomorrow. Want to do some birdwatching before the trails get busy.”

      “Breakfast begins at six,” she said, sounding far too happy about anything that early. “Fresh coffee, muffins, fruit, and a different hot item each day. I like to spice things up,” she added with a wink.

      Lord have mercy, was she actually flirting with me? I was never the fastest to pick up on those kinds of cues. Lara always told me she had to chase me until I caught her, but still—

      Yep. That’s exactly what she was doing. Suddenly, facing a were-squonk no longer seemed so frightening, and I wished I could get a start on the hunt tonight.

      “Thanks for everything,” I said, and even I thought the words sounded rushed. “I’ve taken up too much of your time. I just want to get cleaned up. Long drive.” I practically gave her the bum’s rush out the door, then closed it behind her and sank back against it, embarrassed at how hard my heart was beating. Some heroic hunter. Or maybe, I just didn’t like being prey.

      I’m not ashamed to say that I snuck down the stairs and crept out the door, sprinting for Elvira. By the time I reached Patterson’s Diner, my heart rate was back to normal, and I had convinced myself that the whole thing with Sara was all in my imagination. Fortunately, Steve’s advice on food turned out to be a better fit than his choice of hotel, and I tucked in to a very good homemade meatloaf with a fresh-baked apple dumpling and ice cream for dessert. The waitress looked old enough to be my mother, so I didn’t have to even pretend-flirt to get good service, and I left a big tip, figuring being on her feet all day probably put bunions on her bunions.

      I crept in like a teenager after curfew, but Sara caught me on the steps. Maybe she was listening for me. I hadn’t seen anyone else although other cars filled the parking lot. “Have a good dinner?” she asked.

      I told myself I was being stupid and turned to face her. “Probably the best meatloaf ever.”

      “I don’t know about that,” she said with a chuckle. “I make an awesome meatloaf and a cream pie that’s out of this world.”

      My mouth went dry, and I wasn’t sure I could breathe. “Sounds great,” I managed. I might have squeaked a little. “Gotta go.” With that, I ran up the stairs like the hounds of hell were on my heels.

      I closed the door behind me and ran a hand over my face. God, I hadn’t been this pathetic since middle school. Maybe I had just been alone too long, and my subconscious was acting out. That had to be it. No way was the nice lady innkeeper putting moves on me. I felt panicked and embarrassed all at once.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t think about starting over, finding someone new. I did, especially after several shots of Jack on a too-quiet Friday night, but even after eight years, I hadn’t quite put the breakup with Lara behind me. I wasn’t still in love with her. That was dead and buried. She’d gone off and gotten a new husband and a new life. I was stuck. But then again, that’s why she dumped me.

      I opened the minibar and poured a couple of the little airline bottles into a glass. The night was young enough one drink would be out of my system by the time I meant to leave in the morning, and the shadows pressed too closely tonight to be completely sober. This hunt wouldn’t take me near where I’d torched the wendigo, but the woods up here all looked alike, and I figured that was triggering me.

      Lara had come to the conclusion that I should have been faster at getting over seeing my father, uncle, brother, and cousin ripped to shreds. I had been a mess, and while she tried being patient, that was never her strong suit. So, when I didn’t straighten up and get with the program on schedule, she moved on.

      And here I was, back in the woods, hunting another monster. I knocked back a swallow of whiskey and pulled out my laptop to review what little I could find about squonks. I glanced at the four-poster. The bed looked comfy, but it might be a long while before I’d be able to sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, I slipped out early. As promised, Sara had hot coffee and homemade muffins ready, and some bacon on a warming tray for good measure. I was almost sad I didn’t see her to say hello as I headed to check out the area.

      I stopped in a parking lot next to one of the trailheads and got out, walking over to where a large sign under its own little roof showed a map of the paths and pavilions. Police tape cordoned off a badly-chewed group of picnic tables and a small storage cabin that was missing one wall. I climbed over the tape to get a better look. Then a police car pulled in, and guy in a sheriff’s uniform climbed out, walking like he’d just ridden in on his horse.

      “You got a permit for that, son?”

      I tried not to cringe at the glare the local sheriff gave me when he spotted my shoulder holster under my jacket. Thank fuck I’d left the sawed-off in the truck.

      “It’s in my glove compartment,” I replied, and tried to remember whether I’d thought to put my gear under the false back seat in the expanded cab before I’d stopped to take a look at the damage being blamed on the were-squonk.

      “Let’s walk back there so I can take a look,” the cop said in a fake-friendly tone that wasn’t fooling anyone. He had me by twenty years and thirty pounds, a pot-bellied, smug bastard who liked to throw his weight around, physically and metaphorically. Bald, sunburned, and sporting a pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses, he was the northern equivalent of every stereotypical pain-in-the-ass cop.

      “Suit yourself,” I said, and led the way.

      “Why’d you say you were out here, on the wrong side of a protective barrier?”

      “I didn’t,” I replied evenly, in a flat voice that stated the truth without looking for a fight. Still, the guy’s attitude galled me, and I tried to remind myself that getting thrown in the county jail for mouthing off to an officer of the law was not going to get me to my vacation on time. “I’m an insurance adjuster. Came up to have a look at the damage.”

      “Been all kind of adjusters through here,” he said. “You’re late to the party.” His name tag said he was “J. Kranmer,” but I renamed him “Sheriff Sumbitch” just because.

      I shrugged. “You know how it is. Things get kicked from one office to another, and then upstairs. We’ve heard everything on this one from hungry beavers to rabid termites,” I replied, and then thought that might have gone better if I’d switched it around.

      “Gotta admit, we’ve had some odd damage around here,” Sumbitch replied, and the knot between my shoulders loosened, just a bit. If I could get him talking, get him to buy my fake insurance story, I might not leave here in cuffs.

      “That’s why I’m here,” I said, forcing warmth into my tone that I didn’t feel. “One cabin, that’s a freak problem. But more than one, and then a dock, and that bridge—”

      “Not to mention two garden sheds and a gazebo,” Sheriff Sumbitch added.

      “Damn.”

      I reached Elvira and felt a wave of relief when I saw absolutely nothing on the back seat. Thank God I put the bag away right. I turned slowly back to the sheriff, making sure my hands were always in sight. “My permit’s in the glove compartment. You want to get it?”

      He shook his head. “You get it. Just—go slow.”

      I had no desire to end up with a bullet in my back, so I did what he said and handed off my concealed carry permit. He eyed it and gave it back, quickly enough that I knew the whole thing had been about pecking order, not that he cared about the permit itself. Fucker.

      “How long are you staying in the area?”

      I shrugged. “Probably head out after dinner tonight,” I said. “Haven’t been in such a fine forest in quite a while—spend most of my time down in Pittsburgh, and there’s hardly a tree in sight. Thought I’d check out the damage, take some photos for my report, and play a little hooky out on the trails,” I added with what I hoped looked like a goofy nothing-dangerous-here grin and a wink and a nod about wasting company time.

      “Have fun,” Sumbitch said in a flat, bored tone. “Don’t go in the damaged buildings, and remember—nothing’s in season, so I don’t care what you see out there, unless it attacks you, don’t shoot it.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it,” I said. Fake sincerity is something I practice every poker night. My track record of winnings says I’m pretty good.

      I watched Sumbitch swagger back to his patrol car, as I lingered on the pretense of fishing out a bottle of water from my cooler and drinking it down. Once he was out of sight, I hiked back to the scene of the crime and wondered how one hungry were-squonk could possibly be anxious enough to chew through the whole eastern side of an entire log cabin. I did, however, decide to spend today checking out the trails and the rest of the damage and tackle hunting tomorrow. That meant taking Steve up on his offer of a second night’s stay. I’d still get back in plenty of time for my vacation. And I might have the chance for coffee with Sara.

      I grabbed a hot dog at a gas station for lunch and headed back to Patterson’s Diner for supper. The diner had good old-fashioned homemade meals, and the fried chicken special with real mashed potatoes and green beans cooked with ham was a treat. Some days I needed comfort food. By the time I came back from the diner, I felt embarrassed. I was a divorced thirty-five-year-old guy; surely if I could snuff zombies and werewolves, I could handle a cup of coffee with the nice lady who ran the bed and breakfast. Nice single, widowed lady who was kind of cute in a preppy sort of way.

      Just coffee. To be polite. Give me something to think about before my epic were-squonk hunt tomorrow.

      I heard voices when I came into the front hallway. “I can show you to your room, Mr. Conroy,” Sara was saying with the same friendly warmth she had put into my greeting. “I hope your sales presentation goes well. It would be lovely if you stayed with us the next time you’re in town.”

      Sara nodded and smiled as she passed me, leading the way for Mr. Conroy, a tall blond in a blazer and dress slacks who had a jaw like a movie star and a build like a hometown football player. I’m over six-two and in good shape, but he looked to be about five years younger and had a couple of inches more height—and way less mileage.

      I managed to slide from panic at the possibility of being pursued to a twinge of jealousy at being easily replaced, to crow-flavored chagrin at the unwarranted and somewhat vain conclusions I had jumped to. Sara hadn’t been flirting; she was just the kind of person who treated everyone she met like an instant friend. Now that I realized she wasn’t interested, I felt disappointed. It had been a long time since I’d looked forward to a cup of coffee with a pretty lady who wasn’t Chiara or Blair, and that wasn’t the same at all.

      Still, coffee or hot chocolate sounded good, so I made my way back to the B&B’s kitchen and found the single-serve pod brewer with a rack of clunky pottery mugs and plenty of fancy fixings. I chose a hot chocolate pod and pressed the button, then waited for it to finish.

      “Did you enjoy your dinner?”

      Sara’s voice made me jump, since I hadn’t heard her come up behind me. Whether or not she realized I’d been an asshole the last time we talked, I knew it, and I felt awkward. “Very much. I’d say it was like my mom used to make, but her cooking sucked.” Not that I remembered it much, since she died when I was twelve, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

      “That’s why it’s been in business so long,” she laughed, leaning against the counter while I reached for my hot chocolate. I held the mug like a shield, but I wasn’t sure which of us I was trying to protect.

      “Steve said you were going to get rid of the thing that’s been causing problems,” Sara said, going straight for the heart of the matter without any warm-up. “Can you do it?”

      Damn Steve for bringing a civilian into this. Then again, the damage the creature caused was plain enough. “I’m going to do my best,” I replied, chancing a sip of the chocolate and finding that it was actually good.

      “You know it’s not a woodchuck,” she said, giving me an uncompromising stare. “Or a beaver or termites, or some weird kind of wood rot, no matter what they say. I don’t think it’s natural, so I hope you came prepared.”

      I stared at Sara, and my mouth hung open as my brain tried to catch up with my ears. “What do you think it is?” I finally managed, realizing that I’d probably lost any chance to appear reasonably intelligent.

      “No idea. But these are deep woods, Mr. Wojcik. Old forest. Lots of places people never go, even nowadays. I’ve lived in these parts all my life. Long enough to know strange things happen out there, and stranger things live in those woods. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      I nodded. “So do I.”

      She gave me an assessing look. I wondered how much Steve had told her about me, but I was afraid to ask. Instead, I took a long pull at the hot chocolate and wished it had a shot or two of whiskey in it.

      “You’re not the only hunter to come through here, you know.”

      My head snapped up, and she gave me a triumphant smirk. “I would have made you even if Steve hadn’t told me. You’ve got the look.”

      That probably meant a big truck, a duffle with suspicious bulges, and an overall sense of being ridden hard and put away wet.

      “If you get hurt, let me know. I was a nurse before I became an innkeeper,” Sara said, which explained the no-nonsense attitude underneath her friendly exterior. “My first-aid kit is a little more extensive than usual.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, finishing what remained in my cup. “If I do my job right, maybe I won’t need it, but that’s nice to know.” I managed a hesitant smile.

      “Offer still stands,” she said. “Come by for coffee afterward and let me know how it went. I’ll make sure there are muffins out early. Good luck hunting.” She turned away, and a few minutes later, I heard the click of a door as she entered the proprietor’s suite. I sighed, unwilling to try to identify exactly what I was feeling, and then I rinsed out my cup and went upstairs to bed, knowing I had a hunt in front of me in the morning.

      My phone rang as I closed the door behind me. Chiara didn’t usually call this late unless something important had happened.

      “Mark—glad I caught you. We’ve got a problem.”

      “Please don’t tell me it’s now a zombie were-squonk.”

      “No, that would be an improvement. I’ve been monitoring the communications in your area—police, EMT, hospital, National Guard,” Chiara said like it was no big thing to wiretap their lines in a place that could barely get a cell phone signal or cable TV. “There’ve been four bodies discovered in different places on the trails out there, gnawed to death with pieces missing.” She sounded shook. “Mark—it looks like the were-squonk’s got a taste for blood.”

      “How is that even possible?” I asked, sitting down on the edge of the four-poster bed. “Squonks like eating trees, wood, houses.” I had several planks of cedar, redwood, and mesquite from the outdoor grilling section of the hardware store in my bag that I’d brought along to coax the creature into the open. I didn’t like the idea of tossing it a steak.

      “Squonks do. But werewolves don’t,” she replied. “Maybe it just took a while for the ‘were’ part of it to kick back in. I can’t find anything in the lore about this, so just be careful. I saw the crime scene photos—they’re bad, Mark.”

      “Shit, we also don’t know whether or not their bite is infectious.” This hunt had started to go sideways, and I hadn’t even gotten started.

      “Figure that it will be, and stay out of reach,” she snapped. “I mean it, Mark. Blair does not want to have to go up there and shoot your ass full of silver.”

      “Yeah, yeah. When am I not careful?”

      “We don’t have time for me to answer that.”

      I ran a hand back through my hair, mentally calculating what I had in my bag and what I would need for this new-and-improved squonk menace. “All right,” I said. “Thanks for the warning. I need to go through my stuff for tomorrow and see how much silver I brought.”

      “And Mark?” Chiara said. I had the feeling I didn’t want to hear what came next. “Just so you know—from the size of the bites, the creature’s gotten bigger. Forget Mastiff. Think cow.”

      Great. A predator cow with proportionally big rodent incisors and a taste for long pig. Whoop-dee-fuckin’-doo.
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      A meat-eating, murderous were-squonk was bad enough, but thanks to the deaths, the woods were crawling with cops. Crime scene tape blocked off the whole lot where I’d met Sheriff Sumbitch, and I ended up having to park a mile away at a tourist overlook and pack in on foot. Good thing I’m a paranoid bastard and had topographical trail maps—real paper, not just on my cell phone, because most of the time, you can’t get shit for a signal out here.

      My gear bag probably weighed half as much as I did, but it had saved my ass more than once, and I just knew that whatever I left behind to lighten the load would be the one critical thing that I’d need to survive. It held my weapons, salt, silver, holy water, flare gun, ammo, lighter fluid, thermal blanket, cocoon bag, rope, hell—even pitons and a rappelling harness, which I’d used once and hoped never to need again. It also held enough emergency food and water for three days, Sterno, kindling and matches, plus a hand-crank radio/flashlight, and some specialty items I’d packed for hunting squonk. No wonder the damn thing felt like I was carrying a grown adult piggyback.

      Enough cops, cars, and noise surrounded the sites where the bodies had been found that I felt certain the were-squonk had retreated deeper into the woods. Rangers would have alerted any hikers or campers in the area to clear out, and I was counting on that making me the most appealing possibility for the creature’s next snack.

      I circled around all the excitement and tried to think like a squonk. The cops might be looking for a rabid wolf or a crazed bear, but the squonk’s prints wouldn’t be as familiar. I’d grown up stalking deer in woods like these from the time I could hold a rifle, and I knew that good tracking meant knowing what the hell you were actually looking to shoot. Which left me looking for paw prints for a dog-creature that was the size of a Holstein.

      Chiara had given me the coordinates for where the bodies were found, which I’d marked on my map. As far as I knew, squonks couldn’t climb trees. Not only did that cut down on places to search, but it eliminated the fear of a cow-sized wrinkly cryptid dropping on me from the branches overhead. Regular squonks kept to the lowlands, where there were plenty of fallen branches and saplings—easy food. If the cops were looking for a mountain lion, a bear, or a wolf, they’d go for the higher elevations and the rocky outcroppings. If I could stay out of their way, I might bag me a squonk.

      Once I left the police tape and responder squads behind, I realized they hadn’t mobilized search teams yet. Probably wanted to analyze their data and work through the red tape. This was my best chance to get in and out without dodging cops, and to get the squonk before it knew it was being hunted.

      I spotted the paw prints just north of the attack site. Squonks had six toes, and a print that was the wrong shape for either a wolf or a bear. I was betting the cops would ignore the strange prints because they were wedded to their idea of what killed the hikers, which could help keep them out of my hair if they did decide to go looking for trouble.

      I followed the prints deeper into the woods. Where the overhead canopy blocked the light, brush on the ground was thin, but in the clearings and along the banks of a small creek, plenty of bushes and saplings grew, providing lots of potential hiding places. I found some long, coarse dark hair caught on a bramble, and saw a smear of what might have been blood on some leaves, enough to tell me I had the trail.

      This stretch of woods seemed too peaceful to be home to a ravening were-monster, but I knew that some of the most beautiful scenery could conceal the most dangerous creatures, natural and supernatural. Still, I paused for a moment to just enjoy the trees and the setting, and realized that the grotto had grown much colder than it should have been at this time of year. That’s when I noticed the deer hunter.

      He was dressed all wrong for the weather, in a heavy parka, gloves, and boots, with a Russian style hat that had honest-to-God ear flaps. His hunting rifle would get him in trouble with the rangers for sure, since despite the license pinned to his cap, deer were definitely not in season yet. The man looked to be in his early sixties, with a gray fringe of short hair beneath his cap and a round face that reminded me of my grandfather. I’d bet pennies to pierogies he was Polish, too.

      “Hey buddy!” I called. “Give it a rest. Deer season’s still a couple months away. Get out of here before the cops see you.”

      He didn’t seem to hear me. Instead, he walked up to a large oak with the kind of thick branches just perfect for a tree stand and stared up into the canopy as if trying to figure out how to climb up there. I followed his line of sight, but tree stands in these woods have to be temporary and can’t damage the trees, so there was nothing up in the canopy for him to find.

      The hunter turned toward me, his head held at an unnatural angle. That’s when I realized I could see right through him.

      Shit. A dead deer hunter. And I could guess how it happened, too. Guy probably came out hunting solo, fell out of a tree stand way back here in the woods, and broke his neck. In the winter, with deep snow, a body might not be found until the thaw.

      So the guy might be stuck here for eternity, on his last hunt in the middle of a beautiful forest. All in all, not the worst that could happen to a fellow. I wondered about poking around the base of the tree to see if I could find his bones. If so, a quick salt and burn could let him go on to the happy hunting ground in the sky. Then again, from the cut of his jacket, I figured he had probably died back in the fifties, and the bones had probably been carried off by scavengers long before I was born. For no good reason, I found myself calling him “Gus.” Gus the dead deer hunter.

      He looked straight at me, took in my clothing and bag, and gave me a nod, then tapped his license, either to warn me off from “his” hunting territory, or maybe to let me know he paid his fee. I nodded back, one hunter to another, and he shouldered his rifle and headed off, vanishing into the trees.

      Did he hunt ghost deer? I wondered. Or was the poor fellow stuck for eternity taking phantom shots at live buck that would never become his trophies? I hoped he had some ghostly beer to tide him over.

      I started to follow the squonk’s trail, and suddenly Gus appeared in front of me. He blocked my path, but his expression looked more worried than aggressive. Gus held out his see-through hand and waved me back, warning me to stop.

      “You’ve seen it? The strange creature?” I asked. Some ghosts can hear, and others are just harmless repeating apparitions, memory loops that play out over and over without change. Since Gus seemed to be reacting to me and making up his own script, I figured talking to him couldn’t hurt.

      He nodded, and I pulled the shotgun out of my bag. “I’m a hunter, too,” I said. “I hunt those things. Can you help me find it?”

      Gus grinned and nodded. Fuck-freaking-tastic, I had my own spectral Sacajawea. Top that, Lewis and Clark.

      Following a ghost isn’t like following any other guide. Gus appeared and disappeared with no apparent pattern, sometimes standing disconcertingly half-in and half-out of large trees, hovering over places where the path suddenly changed levels, or going through a large boulder that blocked the path and then having the nerve to glare when I took time to go around. I kept checking for the squonk’s footprints, verifying that Gus wasn’t leading me into some kind of nefarious deer hunter ambush, but my guide actually seemed worried about the strange new animal in his forest and was eager to help.

      The squonk headed north, and so did I. I had a theory and wondered how smart squonks were. The attacks had occurred at trailheads, where hikers and hunters parked and headed into the woods. Easy pickings. Maybe the squonk considered them to be food delivery points. If so, we were just a few miles from the start of the next trail. I had no idea how much of the forest the cops would close off, or whether hikers would listen to the warnings. But if pickings were slim, I might be able to lure the squonk in without too much of a fuss, and then the only challenge was figuring out what to use to take him down.

      I reached the gravel lot where the trail began and found it empty. The lot opened onto a two-lane park road, and a wide, flat clearing covered in bark mulch held a couple of picnic tables, a sign with a map and a copy of the park rules, and a modern, cement block one-room bathroom that was really an outhouse with a porcelain toilet. The clearing looked like the perfect place to lure the squonk, not as exposed as the parking lot, or with as many places for him to hide as in the actual forest.

      I’d brought some special supplies for this hunt, after thinking about the creature’s squonk-ness. I hoped my hunches were right because I had no desire to be the squonk’s next dinner or his were-buddy.

      Salt wouldn’t be much help on this hunt, and iron dispelled ghosts, but it didn’t have any special properties against squonks beyond being hard and heavy, which works on most things, at least up to a point. But bashing it over the head might get me close to its big teeth, and I’d prefer to avoid that. I’d also loaded my shotgun shells with absorbent cat litter crystals, the kind that swell and trap water. Squonks liquefy when they die, and I thought those crystals might do damage like rock salt and also soak up excess squonk.

      I pulled out some big plastic trash bags and set them to one side, along with a set of thick rubber gloves that reached up to my elbows and a dustpan and whisk broom. I pulled out a coil of netting stuffed with fabric and pink absorbent granules that looked like a roll of sausage as thick as my forearm and made a circle on the ground, leaving an opening on one side. Then I opened a canister and laid down a coating of pinkish sawdust-like stuff all over the inside of the circle. I had to pause a moment and swallow. The smell still brought back unpleasant memories of school, puke, and the janitor’s liberal use of the “pink stuff.” Finally, I pulled out those tasty planks of cedar and mesquite and laid them down spaced a few feet apart, leading the were-squonk into the circle, toward the big prize—a few sausage patties I’d swiped from the B&B refrigerator on my way out.

      I took up my position behind a picnic table I turned on its side for cover. I had silver bullets in my revolver, old school ammo for an old school gun. And in my sawed-off, I had shells I’d filled with my own special squonk mix. Just in case, I had an iron crowbar and a silver-coated tactical knife, but I really hoped I didn’t have to use them, and a bag of mesquite briquettes to use as squonk treats if I needed to distract it.

      Then I waited.

      Squonks aren’t the stealthiest creatures in the forest, and their musk is...distinctive. It smelled like a combination of bean farts and tequila barf, and the fact that I know what both of those smell like is an unfortunate commentary on my sorry life. Together, they qualified as a biohazard.

      Chiara’s intel had the size right: the creature that lumbered into view had the paws and body structure of a massive dog, but the size of a cow, and it looked like it tried to wear an elephant’s skin and just pushed it up to make it fit. Next to a squonk, a Shar-pei wrinkle dog looked positively freshly pressed.

      It had twitchy little ears on the top of its head that quirked from side to side like its own radar dishes, and big mopey eyes like those awful kitschy paintings of sad-eyed kids. All that might have been cute in a derpy sort of way if it weren’t for the razor-sharp rodent incisors that were as long as my hand and as sharp as my blade, and the glint of red in its eyes that reminded me it was were.

      For now, the squonk hadn’t noticed me. It chomped its way through the treats I left for it, meandering closer to the pink circle. It either didn’t smell me or didn’t care because it never looked up as it snuffled from one gourmet grilling board to the next, right into the circle. When it reached the sausage, it stopped to take a deep breath and let out a low wuffle of pure bliss. It gobbled down the meat, and I rose from cover, aiming.

      Right then, the were-squonk saw me and jerked just as I fired. The bullet should have hit it in the head, but instead, buried itself in the creature’s shoulder. I swore and grabbed the sawed-off, trying to make my second shot before the were-squonk recovered from its shock enough to attack.

      Too late. That damned thing moved fast. It charged me, and I dropped behind the cover of the overturned picnic table, bracing its wooden crosspieces with my shoulder. The squonk hit hard, pushing me and the table back several inches and making me wonder if my shoulder would ever work right again. It jarred the shotgun from my grip as I tried to brace the table. Damn, that hurt.

      Then I remembered—squonks eat wood.

      Two massive top incisors came down over the edge of my picnic table barrier like the squirrel from hell, ripping away at its two-inch thick wood like biting into a sandwich. I scrambled back, managing to snag my knife and the crowbar, but the table had shifted, and my revolver and the sawed-off were out of reach.

      I came up swinging as the squonk head-butted the table out of the way, lifting it off the ground and throwing it a few feet to smash against the kiosk with the map. I brought the crowbar down on the squonk’s back haunches, but that didn’t faze the creature, other than managing to make it madder.

      The were-squonk glared at me with its red eyes and snapped its fucking big incisors like it was trying to figure out where to bite me first. I backed up, with my knife in one hand and the crowbar in the other, wishing I could get around the critter to grab my guns.

      Between its tough hide and its bulk, the crowbar hadn’t made a dent. Iron dispels some magic, and it plays merry hell with ghosts, but it didn’t seem to affect the squonk. I doubted the silver on my blade would hurt it more than the knife itself, assuming my left hand didn’t stay numb and tingly from the hit I’d taken on my shoulder.

      All of a sudden, dead Gus the deer hunter popped up between me and the squonk, with his trusty rifle on his shoulder leveled for a shot right between the creature’s eyes. No sound or projectile came from the ghostly gun, although I saw Gus move with the recoil, but the squonk squealed and backed off, warily eyeing me and my ghostly back-up. I gave Gus a thumbs up, and he grinned at me.

      I eyed the cordon of the circle, knowing that I needed to get my gun and lure the squonk back onto the powdered surface, and I hoped to hell that my gunshot wasn’t going to bring any cops running. I was fucking this up royally enough by myself; I didn’t need help.

      The were-squonk charged me, and I threw myself out of the way. Not fast enough; one of its big paws swiped across my bad shoulder, opening up my jacket and carving into my skin. I dove and rolled, coming up covered in blood and bark chips.

      Gus appeared out of nowhere, standing face-to-face with the squonk, gun leveled so close to its muzzle it would have had powder burns if the rifle were solid. The squonk let out an un-monsterly squeal of surprise and backpedaled as Gus advanced and bought me time to get out of the way.

      I scrambled for my bag of mesquite briquettes. The squonk kept a wary gaze on me and Gus, and I wondered when it would figure out that Gus couldn’t actually hurt it. I had a new plan, and while it was piss-poor and batshit crazy, I was running with it because the old plan hadn’t turned out so well. I grabbed a handful of the mesquite nuggets and tossed one at the squonk’s feet.

      It wuffled again, sniffing the chunk of wood, before it gulped the chunk down in one bite.

      “That’s a good squonk,” I murmured. I eyed the cement block bathroom, which was really a fancy outhouse. It looked like a single square room with a big steel door, that the last occupant left hanging open. I tossed another nugget to the squonk, forcing him to move a little farther away from me and a little closer to the outhouse as a desperate plan took shape.

      I glanced to where my shotgun lay, and then to the pink circle. Unfortunately, the gear I needed to pull this off wasn’t close together. I’d have to risk trying to get by the squonk, and it didn’t look like it had forgiven me for shooting it.

      Another mesquite nugget made the were-squonk forget about me temporarily, and I edged closer to the circle. My original plan hadn’t worked, so I grabbed the tube of fabric and swung it around my head, sending it flying over top of the squonk and into the fancy outhouse. Gus looked from the outhouse to me, and I jerked my head at the squonk and the little building. Gus grinned and nodded, telling me he was in on my crazy-ass “plan.”

      The squonk gave me a baleful look, either remembering that it didn’t like me or pissed that I was holding out on the snacks. I tossed it a couple more briquettes, leading it closer to the outhouse, and when it turned to get them, I grabbed the remaining canister of pink powder and dove for my shotgun.

      Just as the squonk looked ready to charge again, I hurled a handful more mesquite at it, landing between it and the outhouse, buying me more time. I grabbed an M80 and some duct tape from my bag and slapped it around the canister of pink stuff. The squonk had almost finished the nuggets, and I didn’t have many more left.

      “Fetch!” I yelled, getting the were-squonk’s attention as I hurled the remaining nuggets one-two-three-four over the creature’s head and into the cinderblock bathroom. It glared at me, trying to figure out whether to eat me now or later, but the mesquite must have been a real treat because it trotted after the chunks into the cement room.

      I leveled my sawed-off and fired once it cleared the doorway, hitting it square in the ass with the cat litter crystals, which made it jump forward, farther inside, as it bellowed. I lit the M80 and threw the canister over its head, and then barreled toward the building to slam the steel door. I braced my back against it, digging in my heels.

      The M80 sounded like a cannon in that confined space. Then I remembered that shit gives off methane, and a second boom blew the corrugated tin roof off the outhouse and the door off its hinges, knocking me over with the blast.

      Bits of metal roof rained down on top of the steel door that covered me, which had bowed with the force of containing the blast. Chunks of cement block fell like hail.

      The forest smelled of roasted squonk and outhouse, pungent enough to bring me back to consciousness without smelling salts. I crawled out from under the door, still bleeding from where the were-squonk had clawed me, and now in some new places where I’d connected too hard with the rocky ground. I’d have a goose egg on the back of my head from the door, but since it saved my life, I counted myself lucky.

      I half expected to find gobbets of were-squonk splattered across the remaining walls of the outhouse and hanging in the trees. Instead, it seemed the legends were true about dead squonks turning into water from their tears. The absorbent pink powder and the industrial-strength hazmat “sock” were bloated with liquid—all that remained of the squonk.

      “Well fuck a duck, it actually worked,” I marveled and took a celebratory swig from my flask. Then I realized that the sound of the shots and the explosion probably carried for miles and I stood in the middle of a disaster zone with glaring evidence of having destroyed park property. So I did the only thing I could do: swept up the powder, used the gloves to gather the squonk-water filled sock, and carried everything to the fire pit, where I doused it in salt and lighter fluid and watched it burn.

      Gus appeared on the other side of the fire, grinning broadly, and gave me a thumbs-up. We stood around the fire in silence, just two hunters basking in the glory of a righteous kill. Gus pulled a flask of his own from the pocket of his camo jacket and saluted me, then knocked back a swallow or two. I wondered how many hunts he “helped” with, flushing out deer for other hunters. Maybe this wasn’t so bad, as afterlife options went. Gus seemed to be happy, so unless I heard later on about some crazy hunter ghost going all Cabin in the Woods on people, I felt good about letting him go on with his eternal hunt.

      The fire was nearly out. I fretted about the smoke, but after the gunshots and explosion, it was almost anticlimactic. Still, I was happy to shovel dirt on the last of the embers like the good scout that I never was and get out of there. I’d done my best to bandage the gashes on my shoulder, but I’d lost enough blood to feel woozy, and I figured I’d take Sara up on her offer to patch me up.

      That’s when I heard voices and figured the cops or rangers were closing in.

      I grabbed my bag and looked around, trying to figure out whether to hide or run. Gus blinked from near the fire to at the mouth of the trail and signaled for me to vamoose. I ran in the opposite direction of the approaching rangers, figuring I could circle around on one of the other trails. Before I was completely out of earshot, I heard the most godawful racket and realized Gus was giving the performance of his afterlife, wailing and moaning like a banshee, scaring the bejeezus out of my pursuers to let me get away.

      Once things quiet down, I’m going to bring a six-pack of beer back to that old oak tree and leave it for Gus. One good turn deserves another. Hunters take care of their own.
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      “I can’t believe you trapped the were-squonk in a hazmat sock,” Blair chuckled, when I finally made it back.

      “Clearly, you underestimated my creativity under pressure,” I retorted, as Chiara popped the top on a cold one and passed it to me.

      “Must be because you’re so much smarter than you look, Wojcik,” Blair replied, getting the last word, like usual.

      A week had passed since the were-squonk adventure. I’d hauled my sorry ass back to the B&B, and Sara had taken pity on me, dragging me into the kitchen, pouring me a couple of shots of Jack and patching me up on the condition that I told her the whole story. She knew who Gus really was, a local man who had disappeared one snowy December and whose ghost had been spotted from time to time, unable to pass up helping with a hunt. Sara had poured herself a drink, and we sat up talking for a long while, but injuries, alcohol, and exhaustion meant I was in no condition to suggest anything more. She did slip me her private number before I left. I had already decided to find a reason to head back up there before too much time passed, now that I’d had a chance to go from gun-shy to cautiously intrigued.

      “It’s a talent,” I responded, deadpan. “Protective coloration.” I took a sip of my beer, holding my cards in my left hand. The shoulder still twinged from where I’d gotten clawed, but the bump on the back of my skull had gone down, proving Chiara’s contention that I had a cast-iron skull.

      She and Blair had presented me with an engraved plaque, the kind that usually has a taxidermied deer head attached to it, with a nameplate that said “were-squonk.” The rest of the plaque was empty, but it was soaking wet when they presented it to me, all the while swearing up and down it had a head attached to it when they put it in the box. Hardy-har-har.

      A week of fishing had done me good, and now the poker party weekend was in full swing. Demon lounged beside the fireplace, having stuffed himself on treats that mysteriously “fell” to the floor. Father Leo sat next to his brother Tom and looked like just a regular guy in jeans and a black t-shirt—no clerical collar. So far, he was beating the pants off the rest of us, as the chips in front of him attested. Chiara and Blair were determined to break the good padre’s winning streak, but I wouldn’t have bet on it. Louie had gotten the weekend off and came up with a cooler full of his excellent homebrew ale. My buddy, Dave, had also driven up to join us, as well as Chiara’s brother, Tony. That would make for a crowded cabin, but the girls got the loft, while the rest of us found space for sleeping bags on the floor. We agreed to let Father Leo sleep on the couch, partly out of respect for the priesthood, but more for the fact that he brought the best booze.

      The remains of a six-foot hoagie sat on the counter, along with empty pizza boxes, a cheese tray, and several bags of chips, jars of peanuts, and bowls of dip and salsa. A garbage can overflowed with beer cans and bottles, and in the background, an announcer narrated the Steelers’ home game.

      I had a crap hand, but I didn’t give a flying rat’s ass about losing. Father Leo said he had a couple of new jobs for me, and the Occulatum wanted me to explain why they got a request from the good padre to make an anonymous donation to replace a park outhouse near Kane. I’d worry about that on Monday. At the moment, I had a full belly, a warm beer buzz, the company of good friends, and the knowledge that I’d done battle with the forces of darkness and lived to tell about it. And right now, that was more than enough for me.
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