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      Something is draining Pitchfork’s citizens dry and hanging them from trees. But when Joe Hark tries to get to the bottom of the string of murders, he finds himself at odds with the new sheriff and at war with the Long Man.

      As Joe unravels the web of betrayal and ancient evil, he finds himself alone and forced to make a terrible gamble that will either save Pitchfork County, or damn them all.
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      The Ranchero screamed down I-44 like a banshee with its ass on fire. Lenny clung to the steering wheel like the captain of a haunted pirate ship. She howled along with the radio, screaming lyrics that made her heart race and her teeth itch for the feel of skin between them. Next to her, Roger drummed on the car’s cracked plastic dash and ground his teeth into a manic meth grin. “We almost there?

      Lenny nodded. She could feel how close they were. She’d never thought they’d come back, not after what the Night Marshal had done to the Haunter in Darkness, but she’d been wrong. The great bat had demanded they return. It had plans for them.

      They’d been driving all day, hightailing it out of Oklahoma where the rest of the family had holed up near some casino or other and were so high on meth and bloodlust Lenny was amazed they hadn’t killed anyone yet. That’ll change, she thought to herself. Real soon.

      It was three in the morning before they found their turnoff and started winding their way deep into Pitchfork’s backcountry. Lenny killed the radio and slapped Roger when he looked at her funny. “Shut up. We gotta keep it down, now. We’re in his territory.”

      This was the hard part of the trip. If they could reach their destination without attracting any attention, they had a good chance of carrying out the rest of their plan. But if the fucking Night Marshal found them before they could get set up, they were good as dead. Lenny could still see the slaughter when she closed her eyes before falling asleep. The Night Marshal wasn’t a man; he was a devil.

      “But you’re gonna get yours, asshole,” she whispered.

      “What’d you say?” Roger was staring at her again. He looked at her in a way that made her feel beautiful and weird. Despite her spade-like nose and scalloped ears, Roger was fascinated by her. Lenny didn’t know how to deal with that.

      So she slapped him.

      “Goddamn, why ya always gotta hit me?”

      Lenny smiled at him and pressed her fingertip to his lips. “Shhhh, okay?”

      It took her longer than she’d expected to find the house. Blackberry bushes scraped along the Ranchero’s sides and Ortiz yelped from the back. Lenny looked in the rearview mirror and saw him sucking on a long gash on his arm. He’d be okay.

      The house was huge, bigger than any Lenny’d ever been in before. It was also dark. It was four in the morning, and winter was still heavy on the land; it’d be hours before the sun was up. Perfect.

      She killed the Ranchero a hundred yards from the house and punched out the overhead light before she opened her door. They’d stolen the car from some shithole of a gas station on the border. What’d she care what happened to it?

      “Leave the doors open,” she whispered, to keep Roger from slamming his door and waking up the whole damned county.

      Roger and Ortiz followed her up to the house. She kept expecting something to happen, but they reached the door without incident. “Old bitch must be losing her touch,” she snickered to herself.

      Ortiz passed Lenny and knelt before the lock. He flipped out a little wallet filled with shiny metal tools and went to work. Within a few seconds, he had it open. He backed away from the door and sketched a bow to Lenny. “After you, m’lady.”

      She gave Ortiz a halfhearted punch and went into the house. The witch had failed them in the caves, so she had to pay. Plus, they needed a place to crash for a couple of days until the rest of the plan fell into place.

      They crept through the house, quiet as shadows. The Haunter had prepared them for this trip. Even injured, the great bat was powerful enough to hide them in its darkness.

      The smell of failure led them to the old witch. She slept sitting up in a recliner, a CPAP machine plastered over her deformed nose. Its thumping whoosh was the only thing that let the old woman sleep without choking to death. Lenny jabbed a finger at the machine. “That’s what losing looks like.”

      She wasn’t trying to be quiet anymore. It was clear the witch had lost her touch and no longer had any of the Haunter’s blessing. She slapped the CPAP machine off the witch’s face and then backhanded her hard across the mouth before she woke.

      “Wha-”

      Lenny backhanded her again and was pleased to see her rings dug furrows into the bitch’s cheek. “Miss us, you stupid bitch?”

      Recognition burst like a firefly’s tail in the witch’s eyes. “No, I did what I was told. I did my best.”

      Lenny motioned to Ortiz and Roger. They pinned the woman’s flabby arms back to the sides of the recliner. She couldn’t move. All she could do now was stare up at Lenny.

      When Lenny was a little girl, her daddy had given her a special present. It was long and smooth and sharp as hell. The straight razor had been worn down by years of honing, but it still held a keen edge. The special part was the jutting point that stuck out from its leading edge. It was a spike of sharpened steel that let her use the razor like a dagger once it was locked into position.

      She snapped it open and held the tip of the blade just below the witch’s jaw. “Your best wasn’t good enough. And now it’s time to pay.”

      The spike slipped through the crepe-paper skin under the old woman’s jaw. Blood welled around its tip and burbled up through the old lady’s lips.

      Lenny wanted to slice her open and drain her dry, but that wasn’t part of the plan. The old woman had failed their master, and so her blood was tainted. Drinking from her was forbidden.

      Lenny tore the blade from the woman’s neck. Blood shot from the wound, and Lenny reveled in the sticky warmth as it splashed across her face and throat. This was her favorite part.

      Ortiz and Roger let the old lady go, and she sprang up out of the recliner like a jack-in-the-box on crack. Her hands flew to the wound on her neck, and she ran spurting through the house. Lenny laughed, and the three of them chased after her.

      They let her run but kept her from escaping the house. She’d get almost to the door before one of them would leap out of the shadows and scream into her face. The game went on for minutes, and the house filled with the perfume of blood and fear.

      At last, the old woman ran out of blood. She made it halfway up the stairs before collapsing in a bloody heap. Lenny knelt down next to her and brushed the greasy hair from the witch’s face. She liked to see them like this, just as the last of their life faded away and their face was still locked in a mask of eternal horror. It made Lenny feel strong.

      Satisfied the witch had paid her price, Lenny led the others upstairs. They weren’t done just yet.

      Because there was another person they needed to see. They needed him to play a part in their plan, so they wouldn’t kill him. Not yet.

      She sniffed him out by the smell of urine. He was hiding in his bedroom, under the bed in a puddle of his own piss. She motioned, and Ortiz and Roger flipped the bed up against the wall.

      He cowered in his underwear, curled in on himself like an infant. He didn’t look at them, just clamped his eyes shut and whimpered, “Don’t kill me.”

      Lenny hated cowards. She flicked the razor across his thigh, opening a gash in the pallid flesh. “Open your fucking eyes, asshole.”

      He did. They were a dull brown, almost yellow. He flinched away from her gaze, unwilling to meet her eyes. “Please.”

      Lenny cut him again and grinned at his cries. “Do you recognize us?”

      He nodded.

      “Good.” She slashed him across the ribs and watched the blood ooze down his side. She licked her lips. “We need your help.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t do anything. I don’t know what you want. Leave me alone.”

      Lenny laughed at that. She lunged forward and bit Frank on the shoulder. She bore down with her teeth as he screamed. Her incisors punched through his flesh, and she tasted his terror. She tore a chunk of meat from him and swallowed it down. “That’s not gonna happen. Nosirree, you’re going to help us see this through.”

      He peered at her through the fingers clamped across his face. “What do you want from me?”

      Lenny leaned forward until her face was close to his. “Mr. Frank Blackbriar, this is the luckiest day of your life.”

      She grinned and licked his blood from her teeth.

      “You’re gonna help us kill the Night Marshal.”
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      Jimmy saw the first spider farting around under the edge of the sink.  Its skinny legs tip-tapped up the dirty porcelain as it dragged its bloated, juicy belly up onto the rim. Jimmy froze and bit his lip to keep from squealing like a little girl. He hated spiders, always had. “Fuck you, bug.”

      He grabbed the filthy washrag he kept in the bathroom for the rare times he bothered to scrub his hands after taking care of business and smashed the eight-legged bastard against the side of the sink. The belly ruptured under his fingers, soaking the threadbare cloth with green goo. Jimmy tossed the spider-stained rag into the toilet and flushed it without a thought for how it might gum up his plumbing. He didn’t breathe again until the toilet had swallowed it whole. He leaned against the wall, closed his eyes, and brushed the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “You got it,” he whispered to himself, “good job.”

      He opened his eyes and screamed.

      Another spider clung to the wall behind the toilet. It scrambled across the cracking wallpaper toward the ceiling. Jimmy chased the spider with his eyes, and immediately wished he hadn’t. A cluster of arachnids crouched where the ceiling met the wall. The clump swelled as more spiders crawled out of the shadows to join them. Their black eyes reflected the light from the nicotine-stained bulb hanging naked from the bathroom’s ceiling, coating them in a sulfurous sheen. “Oh, fuck this,” Jimmy gasped, “just fuck this.”

      He scrambled out of the bathroom, slipping as his heel splattered another of the spiders against the tiles. Its guts stuck to the bottom of his shoe and felt like gritty snot, slippery and waiting to trip him up. He dragged his foot across the carpet in the hall, leaving a sticky smear of spider remains in his wake. As hard as he scrubbed his foot against the patchy carpet, he couldn’t get the greasy smear off the sole of his shoe.

      Something crawled across the back of Jimmy’s neck. He jumped away from the wall and scraped his hands from the base of his skull down to his shoulders. His fingers came away covered in silvery threads that clung to his flesh like glue. He rubbed his palm against the stained thighs of his jeans, but the stuff wouldn’t come off.  It clung to whatever it touched and seemed to multiply as it spread.

      Jimmy ran down the hall into more gluey threads. The sticky fibers clung to his face, sealing his left eye closed and coating his lips. His hands shot to his face as he staggered, an instinct that only served to make the situation worse. Jimmy’s palm stuck to his cheek, and the webs glued the fingers of his other hand to his cheek.

      Where had all these fucking spiders come from? The trailer wasn’t the cleanest place, but Jimmy had never seen an infestation like this. They were everywhere. Spiders crawled across the ceiling in thick lines. They scrambled over the walls like a living blanket. It was as if someone had herded a dump truck full of the little bastards right through his front door.

      Jimmy peeled his hands from his face and stumbled down the hall. He had to get out of the trailer. He could call an exterminator, get the place fumigated. Or maybe he’d just burn it to the ground and make sure he got all the little fuckers.

      The spiders weren’t ready to let Jimmy go. He careened through another web, and another. Spider silk covered his head and torso, an organic sheath that grew heavier with every step he took.  Jimmy imagined the hundreds, maybe thousands, of juicy spiders that had spun the webs. Those spiders were still in the house. They could be crawling all over him right that second, but he couldn’t tell because he was so gummed up with their webs. The thought sent a desperate whine spiraling up from Jimmy’s lungs.

      Blinded by the webs coating his face, Jimmy struggled to find a way out of the trailer. Greasy spider guts spurted from the bellies of spiders he stomped on, turning the rough carpet slippery. Jimmy’s feet shot out from underneath him, and he crashed to the floor. Dozens of spiders pounced on him the instant he fell. They cast more silken lines over him, trying to pin him to the floor. Jimmy’s whine became a full-throated scream. He struggled to his knees, splattering more of the spiders under his body and crawled in what he hoped was the direction of the front door.

      Spiders popped like juicy bubble wrap beneath his palms.  Fat plops across his back told him more of the eight-legged horrors were falling from the ceiling. He struggled to breathe as the spiders swarmed over him and clogged his nostrils and mouth with fresh layers of webs.

      I’ll burn it down, he thought. He’d get outside, circle around to the plastic shed where he kept his lawnmower and its gas.  He’d douse the whole trailer then light the fucker up. It wasn’t like he was ever going to be able to go back into the place, much less live there. All he’d ever be able to see was an undulating mob of spiders waiting to spin their webs around him and suck him dry. No, fuck that; it was time for the purifying flames to burn that nightmare away.

      The front door’s knob banged into Jimmy’s hip, and tears of relief welled in his eyes. His sticky hands made it hard to turn the knob. Hairy legs scuttled through his hair, and prickly feet scraped against his ears.  He tried the knob again, but fear and frustration made him clumsy. Panicked, he drew back from the door and threw himself against it.

      Spiders smashed between his shoulder and the door, soaking through the web and into his shirt. He reared back again and threw himself forward, sobbing with panic. More spiders ruptured, and their gooey guts plastered his shirt to his skin, but this time the thin aluminum door burst free from its frame with a sharp crack.

      Jimmy tripped over the top step and sprawled headlong into the trailer’s gravel driveway. Rocks bit into the palms of his hands and scraped patches of skin from his chin and cheeks, but he was glad for the pain’s distraction. He was glad, too, that the rocks ground away at least some of the webs clinging to him. The night air slipped through the shredded webs and tickled against his abraded skin. He’d never felt anything more welcome; it was like being able to breathe again.

      Better yet, the dirt and stones clung to the webs and replaced their sticky surfaces with a layer of grit. Jimmy was able to clear swathes of silver silk away from his hands and face. He gulped in air and wept with the raw relief of being free of the trailer. He’d lived in the little shitbox his entire life, but he was going to be happy to see it burn. “Fucking spiders,” he growled and swatted one of them from his left shoulder.

      He wrenched open the shed’s door and spied the red gas can sitting on a shelf right where he’d left it. Jimmy grabbed it then headed for his ancient Datsun pickup to grab a lighter off the dash. Jimmy paused at the sight of a dented pack of Marlboros on the dash. He put the gas can down next to the truck and grabbed the lighter and cigarettes.

      Might as well have a smoke, he thought. He’d look like a total badass when he set the trailer off by tossing his cigarette over his shoulder as he walked away. Yeah, that was going to be something.

      Jimmy pulled the first drag deep into his lungs, enjoying the hot scrape of nicotine clawing its way into his system. His hands stopped shaking after the second inhalation, and he felt almost human by the third drag. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      With a cigarette clamped between his lips, Jimmy scooped the gas can off the gravel. It was almost full, a gallon of amber fire just waiting for him to light the torch. He didn’t dare go back into the trailer, but he could pour gasoline all around its base. One quick trip around the trailer, and he’d be ready to burn the fucker down.

      But he never got the chance.

      As he passed under a big old oak, a sudden chill washed over Jimmy. He looked up, and a nightmare shadow fell toward him. The stunning impact slammed Jimmy to the ground and drove the air out of his lungs with a pained whoosh. His cigarette tumbled out of his grip, and its cherry-red spark disappeared into the night.

      The monster stood and dragged Jimmy up with it. Eight bulging black eyes dominated the upper half of the creature’s face in a haphazard arrangement of glistening orbs that covered its flesh from the bridge of its nose to the top of its forehead.

      Its nose was broad and flat, the nostrils visible beneath the upturned tip. Coarse hairs, black and wiry, erupted from those nostrils like a thicket of weeds.

      The mouth spread wide, literally from ear to ear, with a single pair of tusk-like fangs curling down and out of the gaping slash. Behind those, Jimmy saw row after row of black stumps, their surfaces slick with saliva that shone silver under the moon’s light. Segmented appendages spread from around the mouth, expanding and contracting in a hypnotic pattern.

      Jimmy swayed in the monster’s hands. It held him tight against its pendulous gut that hung swollen and red between its legs.

      “You have betrayed the mistress,” the creature whispered to Jimmy. There was an undercurrent of raw pain as it spoke, as if forcing human words through its alien mouth was pure torture.

      Jimmy couldn’t make any sense of what it said. Mistress? “Please,” he begged, “I don’t know what I did. You gotta believe me.”

      In response, the creature spun and slammed Jimmy against the tree. It leaned in so close, its mouth legs brushed the side of Jimmy’s face. Its breath smelled like overripened fruit; it reminded Jimmy of the home brew peach brandy his uncle used to make. “For generations you people have taken without obeying the laws. You have forgotten to honor her,” the creature whispered, its inflection strange and halting. “And now the mistress will take it all back.”

      The spider-beast flung Jimmy to the ground. He landed hard on his belly. His hands curled over the back of his neck to protect him from the attack he knew was coming. But the creature didn’t go for his neck. It stepped forward and kicked Jimmy in the ribs hard enough to flip him onto his back.

      Stars danced across Jimmy’s vision, and his ribs felt as if every one of them had been pulled loose then rammed back in upside down. He couldn’t catch his breath; he couldn’t see. But he could feel.

      The monster lifted Jimmy’s feet from the earth and held him close to its distended belly. Blunt appendages unfurled from its gut, revealing twin sphincters that spat thick cords of webbing. The stunted, paddle-like limbs on its abdomen grasped the cords and looped them around Jimmy’s feet, then his ankles. The spider-beast tilted its stomach up as it wrapped Jimmy in layer after layer of silk.

      As the webs covered his calves, Jimmy’s pulse pounded in his ears. The threads ground his bones together and tore his flesh. By the time the threads reached his knees, the pressure had snapped the bones in his lower legs with a string of wet cracks. Their shattered ends pushed through his flesh, and his blood stained the webs red.

      Jimmy screamed until he choked on vomit. The webbing moved up past his knees and twisted the joints inward. The pressure separated his ligaments and ripped tendons loose from their moorings. His knees gave way with a muffled crunch.

      Agony pushed Jimmy down into the murky depths of unconsciousness. There was pain, but it belonged to someone else. All he could register was an inexorable pressure building around him.

      The spider-beast continued its work. It wove the webs with the speed and skill born of generations of diligent practice. Its crimson stomach twitched and pulsed as it extruded layer after layer of sleek thread. It crooned to its victim, singing a song in the language that had died long before men walked these lands. It performed the holy sacrament, revoking the blessing its mistress had granted to the people of Pitchfork in days long past.

      A liquid warmth grew in its belly as the cords crushed the man’s pelvis and spun up around his abdomen. It slowed its work, careful to savor every second of its duty. By the time it reached the man’s ribs, his cheeks were bulging.

      It reached down to pry the man’s lips apart. It did not want the precious offering to be damaged by his teeth. It could see the glistening red mass at the back of the man’s throat, and watched as it pushed into his mouth.

      It pulled the webs tighter and tighter as they covered more and more of the man’s body.

      Blood bubbled from the man’s nostrils, and the spider-beast knew it was time. It pulled the man’s jaw down, and the sacrifice emerged into the moonlight.

      A red mass of organs oozed from the Jimmy’s mouth, pushed forth by the spider-beast’s crushing web.

      The monstrosity let the last of the web slither free of its belly then crouched next to Jimmy’s body. Its mouth gaped, the lower jaw flopping down onto its chest as its head tilted back to the sky. It lunged forward, and its pedipalps seized the mass of organs and shoveled them down its gullet.

      Bloated with its meal, the spider-beast lolled against the tree. It gave itself a few moments to bask in the warm glow of its prey’s death before it continued the ritual. It retrieved the precious idol from where it had hidden it at the base of the tree. It raised the idol to the moonlight, admiring its smooth surface. It was a perfect, tapering cone inscribed with symbols men had long ago forgotten, but would soon remember. The creature whispered the words of its goddess, the words that repudiated the foolish men who had failed in their holy duty.

      It rammed the idol into the man’s mouth, shoving it deep into the hollowed core of its body. “You have failed to honor your part of the covenant.” It spat the words into the dead man’s face. “The goddess will reclaim all she has given you, and there will be nothing left to mark your passing but your desiccated husks.”

      The spider-beast dragged the silk-shrouded corpse into the tree and dangled it from an outstretched bough with a thick cord of silk. Then it vanished into the night, warmed by the knowledge that, at long last, the goddess was waking, and it need hide no longer.
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      Joe eyeballed the corpse hanging from the tree. It was too early in the morning and far too cold for him to be dealing with the dead. “Are you kidding me, Mildred?”

      The old witch shrugged, and her back crackled from the effort. She still hadn’t quite recovered from the Conclave’s last tussle a few months back. “Figured somebody oughta look at it. Might as well be you.”

      Joe pulled his Stetson down lower over his eyes to shield them from the irritating rays of the early morning sun. The cold light reminded him of too many nights spent chasing his demons to the bottom of a bottle, too many mornings watching the sun come up through an alcoholic haze. Though his drinking days were behind him, Joe didn’t think he’d ever forget the toll they’d taken on his body and his spirit. “I’m not a fucking exterminator.”

      Mildred cackled and slapped her knees with her bony hands. “Ya think it was just an extra big spider what did this?”

      Joe pointed a finger at the silk-wrapped body. “That’s what it looks like to me. I mean, it had to have been a really, really big spider, but still just a spider. No need to get the Night Marshal involved.”

      Joe hadn’t got a call from the Long Man to poke his nose into this messy business. As far as he was concerned, that meant there was no Left-Hand Path foolishness here. And that meant he could go back home and curl up under the sheets with his wife. It was too cold to be out here tramping around in the snow to look at a gargantuan spider’s final meal.

      Mildred squinted at Joe and fixed him with her rheumy glare. “Yer gettin’ soft. This weren’t no spider.”

      Joe shoved his hands in his front pockets. Guilt nibbled at the edges of his nerves. “What is it you want me to do here? I didn’t get a call from the Black Lodge. I’ve got no business here.”

      Mildred clucked her tongue at him. “That’s what I’m talking about. That old devil up there, he ain’t yer boss. He supposed to help ya do yer job, not tell ya what that job is.”

      She had a point, but Joe didn’t know if she was right anymore. His relationship with the Long Man had got tangled over the past few months, starting with Joe’s threat to strangle the old man. Joe didn’t know if the Long Man would ever call him again. More importantly, Joe wasn’t sure he even cared. The last time the supernatural had reared its ugly head, Joe had ended up on the auction block, being sold off to the highest bidding monster. Since then, he’d kept his family close and let the rest of Pitchfork County take care of itself. The Long Man didn’t seem to want Joe around, and that was just fine with Joe. “You still haven’t convinced me this is my job.”

      Mildred grumbled at Joe and tapped a cracked fingernail against the side of her temple. “Yer not even looking. Open them big ol’ peepers.”

      Joe knew she was right. He also knew Mildred had done a lot for his wife and the rest of Pitchfork over the years. He owed her at least a good look around at the place. And that included looking at it with his other eyes. He let his eyelids drift closed then wrestled a sliver of power away from the pieces of the Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness still lodged inside his skull.

      When he opened his eyes, he saw that Mildred was right. The cocooned body was filthy with Left-Hand Path bullshit. Eldritch shadows suffused every silken thread and drifted from the dead man’s open mouth like wisps of fog from a frozen pond. He blew out his lips in an exasperated sigh and wished for a cigarette and a belt of whiskey. “Goddammit,” he said. “Anybody else know about this shit yet?”

      Mildred cackled again. “Naw, I figured I’d keep this just ’tween us.”

      Joe grumbled under his breath and took a better look around with his supernaturally enhanced vision. Now that he’d seen the darkness, he couldn’t ignore it. It wasn’t just the body that was swarming with dark magic; there was a trail of the stuff, thick and sticky, that led back to the rusted-out trailer. “You take a look in there yet?” Joe asked, tipping his head toward the trailer’s open door.

      Mildred shook her head. Joe didn’t blame her because some of the worst nightmares he’d ever seen were hidden in shitty little trailers.

      Though the morning sun was making a valiant effort to shed more light into the shallow valley, its early spring rays were still too weak to drive the shadows out of the trailer. If Joe wanted to look around in there, he was going to need some more light, and he hadn’t brought a flashlight. That was excuse enough to stay outside, even if that meant taking a closer and more personal look at the dead man hanging from the oak tree.

      The corpse’s head was waist high, forcing Joe to kneel down to get a better look. He couldn’t make out many details below the thick sheath of silk, but he could tell the corpse was too small for the average man. There was something missing.

      The man’s head, on the other hand, was swollen, and his face was flushed a deep crimson. Burst blood vessels crisscrossed the man’s cheeks like scarlet lightning bolts. His forehead was a crowning lump of bruised flesh. His eyes were puffy black, the lids sealed with blood.

      Just below the man’s neck, the webs had bitten deep into the dead man’s flesh. The thread-thin strands had been drawn incredibly tight, crushing the man as they were woven around him. Joe had a sneaking suspicion the extreme constriction had done a number on the man’s insides, as well.

      He unpinned his badge from his chest and fed a little of the stolen power into it. It was harder to pull on the strength this time, and Joe could feel his efforts rousing the monsters that lived in the back of his head. Their anger kicked up a headache at the base of his brain that he knew would soon overwhelm him. He needed to get this over with quickly and get back home where he could hunker down before the pain he knew was coming knocked him on his ass.

      A flat white light flickered across the badge’s surface, drawing a warm glow from the silver. Joe held the badge in front of the corpse’s open mouth and took a look inside. He angled the badge’s light so it shone up into the man’s throat, and let out a low whistle. “Somebody was really, really pissed at this guy.”

      He pushed his fingers past the man’s nicotine-stained teeth and stretched them up into his throat. There was something hard and smooth there. Joe worked his digits around to get a grip on it. It felt like a piece of stone, old and worn smooth by time yet hard and unyielding. He didn’t want to see it. But he didn’t have a choice now that he’d started digging around.

      Joe gave the thing a tug, and it slid free as smoothly as a knife from a butter crock. It felt too warm in his hand, almost alive. He wanted to toss it away but forced himself to take a look at it.

      It was eight inches long and fashioned from a milky, translucent stone. It was wide at the end he held but tapered to a blunt point at the opposite end. The surface was sticky with clotting blood, most of which had settled into the carvings on its surface. Someone had hacked a large rune into the stone, but Joe didn’t recognize it. He held it out for Mildred and asked, “You ever seen anything like this?”

      “Can’t say as I have,” she said, peering at the weird object. “But something ain’t right with that thing.”

      “That’s a brilliant insight there, witch.” Joe held the stone at arm’s length and walked it back to his pickup. He pulled a satchel from the passenger side floorboards, tossed it onto the bench seat, and fished around inside it with his free hand. He came up with a crusty old handkerchief, which he wrapped around the stone. He shoved the bundle back inside the satchel and closed the flap, careful to latch it in place. He didn’t trust the old thing and didn’t want it worming its way out of the bag while he was driving. For all Joe knew, it could be filled with baby devil spiders just waiting to burst out and crawl up his pants leg.

      He leaned against the hood of the truck and watched the old witch hobble over to him. She’d been old as long as Joe could remember, but this was the first time he’d seen Mildred act her age. The ritual that had cleansed Pitchfork of the godsblood had taken its toll on all the Conclave’s members, but Mildred’s age made her slow to heal. He offered her his arm as she drew near, but the ancient crone waved his offer away.

      “I’m old,” she grunted, “but I don’t need no man to help me walk around. That day comes, I reckon I’ll just take a big drink and go dig me a hole to lie down in.”

      Joe chuckled and tilted his hat back to let the sun warm his face. “Whatever happened to you, at least it didn’t hurt your tongue any.”

      Mildred shrugged. “Ya fight for what ya believe in; sometimes ya get hurt. Sure as hell ain’t the first time; hope to hell it won’t be the last. How’s Stevie doing?”

      She’d tried to let the words slip out casual, just an old friend asking after the health of another, but Joe knew it was something else. Stevie was the Bog Witch, the leader of Pitchfork’s coven. Mildred wanted to know if her leader was still up to the task of leading.

      Joe smiled and gave Mildred a noncommittal shrug. “She’s tough, like nails.”

      “Ain’t what I asked.”

      “That’s the only answer you’re going to get out of me. You want to know anything else, go talk to the boss woman herself.”

      Mentioning bosses brought Joe back around to wondering why the Long Man hadn’t called him about this mess. This was the kind of thing the Night Marshal should be checking out. Either the Long Man didn’t know about it, which gave Joe a whole other pack of troubles to worry about, or the Long Man didn’t want Joe to know about it. If it was the latter, Joe needed to move fast to keep himself from being cut out of Pitchfork’s loop. He didn’t know what happened to Night Marshals when they got fired, and he wasn’t in any hurry to find out. He hated the job, but he didn’t know what else he’d do.

      “Mildred,” he said, “going to need you to do me a favor.”

      The old woman gave a shrug. “I’ll do what I can, but ya know how it is with us old ladies.”

      Joe smirked and shook his head. “I think you can handle this one. I need you to call this mess in to the sheriff.”

      Mildred let out a long, low whistle. “Yer sure ya want that bitch involved?”

      “No, I don’t want her involved.” Joe scrubbed the stubble on his chin with the palm of his left hand. “But I need some space to figure out what’s going on here, and the easiest way to get that space is to keep her out of my way.”

      Joe knew the sheriff wouldn’t be able to let a crime like this go. She’d hang onto it like a pit bull with a bone, if for no other reason than to prove to Joe that it wasn’t a supernatural crime. If he were lucky, she’d spend the next couple of weeks trying to find a logical reason for a giant spider to have invaded her county. Meanwhile, he’d stay a few steps ahead of her and hunt down the real problem. By the time the sheriff figured out she’d been played, Joe’d have the whole mess wrapped up. He hoped.

      “Whatever ya say,” Mildred grumbled, “but yer asking for trouble with that one.”

      Joe nodded and moved around to the driver’s side door of the pickup. “I’m always asking for trouble. But if you call the sheriff, then all the spiders that I just know are hiding in that trailer are going to be her problem, not mine.”

      Mildred cackled at that and waved Joe on. “Get on out of here, Marshal,” she said. “I don’t want ya to see me get up on my broom and fly away. Ya might see up my skirts, and that ain’t ladylike.”

      Joe backed the truck away from the dirty trailer, and the spider-wrapped body, and wondered just how much he’d bitten off this time.
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      Zeke’s stump was a knurled clump of pink skin and scar tissue that jutted from under the strap of his overalls. It’d taken months for the wound to heal, even with the help of Stevie’s magic, and now that the bandages were off he displayed the remnants of his arm like a badge of courage. He stomped out of his ramshackle house shirtless despite the late winter chill in the air, his nicotine-yellowed beard hanging down over the bib of his overalls, a pipe clenched in what remained of his teeth. “What the fuck are ya doing at my place?”

      Joe slammed the pickup’s door and lobbed a sealed pouch of pipe tobacco at Zeke. “You look real pretty today, too.”

      Even with his advanced age and one arm, the old man was still fast enough to snatch the tobacco out of the air and stow it away in a deep pocket of his overalls in one smooth motion. “That a new truck ya got there?”

      Joe looked back at the rusted-out heap he’d picked up from a used lot a few months back. His last truck had met an untimely end at the hands of some very ornery men, and he still hadn’t got the new one broken in. It just didn’t have the same personality as the one he’d grown up driving. He shrugged. “New to me.”

      Zeke chuckled and invited Joe into the house with a wave of his good arm then vanished indoors.

      The place was even smaller than Joe remembered. There was barely enough space in the front room for Zeke’s ratty love seat and a bent wooden chair for visitors. Another chair, this one of wrought iron, squatted in the corner with all four of its legs bolted to the floor. Shadows clung to the dark metal, a reminder of its grim purpose. Over the years, the old man had used that chair for dozens of exorcisms. Joe wondered if his old friend was still up to the task.

      Zeke caught him looking at the chair and shook his head. “Ain’t got the stomach for it anymore.”

      It should have been a relief. Joe didn’t agree with the yarb doctor’s methods. Exorcisms were risky things, and even when they were successful they left the victims vulnerable to another possession. Once a demon found the door to a person’s soul, there was no way to close it. In Joe’s eyes, that meant the only true cure for possession was execution. Still, if Zeke had given up his calling, there was one less good man trying to do good work in a world that had become very bad. “Sorry to hear that.”

      The remains of Zeke’s shoulder twitched in a halfhearted shrug. “Shit happens. And I know ya didn’t just stop by to bring me something to fill my pipe. What’s got yer tail feathers ruffled?”

      Joe took a seat and rested his elbows on his knees with his chin in his hands. “Shit’s getting out of hand. Something’s raising hell in Pitchfork, but I don’t have enough to get a read on it. Plus, these fucking headaches…”

      “Them monsters still got ya down?”

      Joe nodded. “It’s like dangling from high-voltage wires. As long as I hang onto the power, it’s all good. But my arms are getting tired, and if I let loose, it’s gonna be a hell of a fall. If I try and climb down, I’ll ground out and get burnt to a fucking crisp.”

      Zeke lit his pipe and took a few contemplative puffs. “Ya made a hard choice. Probably one that seemed like a great idea at the time. But once ya forge a bond like that, especially with old monsters like ’em ones, breaking it is a lot harder than ya’d think.”

      “Those aren’t exactly words of wisdom.”

      A shadow fell across Zeke’s face. His eyebrows furrowed, and he sucked his lips in around his pipe stem. Joe could see the old man had gone far away, falling into a hole of his own memories, reliving some cracked fragment of his past.

      Joe sat quietly in his chair, looking at his creased palms. They were marred by bubbled pockmarks from the inferno at Ladue. He turned his hands over to see knuckles covered in bites from demonic bats. His whole life, it seemed, had been one battle after another, and he looked the part.

      Zeke blinked and took a long pull from his pipe. “Sorry about that; I just…”

      Joe waved the lapse away. The years were stealing Zeke away, bit by bit. It wouldn’t be long before there was nothing left. “It’s nothing.”

      The old man gave Joe a sad smile. “It’s a fuckload more’n nothin’. The days come like crows and peck away at the seeds of my thoughts. Some day, they’ll get the last kernel. But I don’t reckon ya come up here to listen to an old man whine about livin’ too long.”

      The Night Marshal tapped the side of his head. “I know that feeling. I don’t know what to do, Zeke.”

      “Ya still got both of them locked up in there?” Zeke asked, tapping the top of his head with the bowl of his pipe.

      “Yeah, they’re still there.” Joe winced at the memory of how he’d cheated death by stealing power from the Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness. He had a chunk of each of them stuck in his head now, and they were constantly at war with one another and with him. He was still able to pull strength from both of them, but only because they were too busy fighting one another to spend much time resisting him. But it was taking all he could steal to offset the damage their constant fighting was doing to him. The Long Man was starting to win his fight and had been growing stronger. Joe could feel the balance starting to tip. If it went too far, the Long Man would just destroy the Haunter, and then turn on Joe. It was like having a ticking time bomb stuck inside his skull. He couldn’t tell when it would go off, but when it did, there wouldn’t be much left of him.

      Zeke understood Joe’s dilemma. They’d talked about it at length, and the old man had been spending a lot of time thinking about it. “Gotta get ’em out of there at the same time. Elsewise, whichever one ya leave behind’s gonna eat ya alive.”

      Which was the heart of the problem. Joe didn’t know how to get rid of one of them, much less deal with them both at the same time. It was taking way too much of his time and strength just to hold himself together. What had started as a dark blessing, a way to escape from an inevitable doom, was turning into a long, slow, painful death. “That’s what I reckoned. No idea how I’ll get it done, though.”

      Zeke nodded and gave a little shrug, the scarred flap of his left arm bobbing along in time with his right. “Wish I had more help to offer. At least I can fix ya up with some of my sassafras tea to ease yer pain.”

      The old man hoisted himself up out of the love seat and hobbled into the tiny kitchen. There wasn’t room for Joe in there while the old man was working, so he leaned against the doorway and watched his friend putter around. He was amazed at how quickly Zeke had adapted to having a single arm. He held the teapot with his ring and little finger under the handle and flipped up the sink’s tap with his thumb. It should’ve been awkward, but he handled it with ease. He winked at Joe as he placed the teapot on the potbellied wood stove. He banged on the iron grate at the front of the stove and bellowed, “Get your asses to work in there. I ain’t got all day.”

      There was a faint rumbling from inside the stove, and a sullen red glow emanated from its grate. The heat reached Joe where he stood by the doorway, and he knew it wasn’t natural. “Got a salamander trapped in there?”

      Zeke grinned and wagged his head. “Yer old lady dropped a couple elementals in there the last time she swung by. They seem kinda settled, so I figured I’d let ’em stay.”

      Sometimes, Joe wondered if the world wouldn’t be a better place if everyone knew just a little magic. Charmed fire elementals could provide enough energy to power whole cities, and as long as you had someone nearby who could keep a chain on them, you wouldn’t even have to worry about pollution. He chuckled at the thought, remembering not too long ago how hard he’d been on magic and its practitioners.

      Not even a year back, the Night Marshal would’ve busted open Zeke’s stove and killed off the elementals just to make sure they didn’t have a chance to get up to any mischief. But the events of the past few months had softened his views on sorcery. He still hadn’t decided if that was a good or bad thing.

      Joe rubbed his chin and dove into the next problem. “Wanted to talk to you about something I saw this morning.”

      Zeke poured the boiling water over a little copper pot of shredded sassafras roots and raised an eyebrow in Joe’s direction. “Ya bringing trouble to my doorstep again?”

      “I sure as hell hope not. But honestly, I don’t really know what this thing is.”

      Joe dug the cone out of his satchel and carefully unwrapped its top half. He left the tattered rag wrapped around the rounded base and held it out for Zeke to see.

      The old man stirred the steeping roots with a silver spoon and eyeballed the translucent object. He didn’t reach for it and didn’t look at it for very long before turning his eyes back to Joe. “Looks a little bloody. Who’d ya rip that out of?”

      “Jimmy Ginlet.” Joe knew the kid by reputation but had never run into him before he’d found him hanging from a tree. Small-time dope pusher, big-time loser, came from an old family that had fallen on hard times back in the ’70s like most of the rest of Pitchfork’s residents. None of that added up to a giant spider wrapping the kid up and hanging him from a tree, so he was obviously missing something. “Know anything about him?”

      Zeke turned away to fetch a pair of mugs from the shelf over the sink. He plopped them down on the counter next to the stove then scooped up a plastic teddy bear full of honey from a rack behind them. He squirted a dollop of honey into each mug and put the bear back in its place. “Not much. Ginlets were one of Pitchfork’s first families, but most of ’em have long since gone into the ground. I did hear his granny’s still kicking up a fuss in that old folks’ home over in Joplin. She always was kind of a bitch.”

      Zeke finished pouring the tea into the mugs and handed one of them to Joe. “That’ll take the edge off, but it ain’t a fix for what ails ya.”

      The tea did hit the spot. As it settled in his belly, Joe could feel his headache pulling back. He gulped the rest of the tea then held the mug out to Zeke with a sheepish grin.  “How about another round?”

      Zeke rolled his eyes and took Joe’s mug. He handed Joe the one he’d made for himself and hadn’t managed to even sip. “I’m going to put the rest of this into a flask for ya. Don’t drink it all at once.”

      The second cup of tea didn’t have as pronounced an effect as the first. It smoothed out more of the rough edges but didn’t deepen Joe’s relief. That was the way with most things; the first hit was the strongest. He knew the day was coming when even that first drink of the day wouldn’t be able to wrestle his headache into submission. He’d lain down with the dogs, and now their fleas were killing him one day at a time. Joe went back to questioning Zeke to shake off the gloomy shadow that had fallen over him. “That’s all you got on this guy?”

      Zeke stoppered the old flask and handed it back to Joe. “What do I look like? Pitchfork’s official genealogist? I knew his old lady, knew his grandparents. They kept to ’emselves, didn’t get into much trouble that I saw. Ya never crossed paths with them?”

      Joe shook his head. He’d never run into the Ginlet clan on any official Night Marshal business. Which made it all the more curious that one of the last surviving members of that line appeared to have been eaten by a giant fucking spider. “They never gave me any trouble. But this kid’s death is mighty peculiar. Something wrapped him up in a web then shoved this spike down his throat. Ringing any bells?”

      Zeke held out his hand, and Joe gave him the rock, careful to keep the stone from touching the old man’s hand. Until they knew what it was, it didn’t make a lot of sense to go around getting all touchy-feely with it. That’s all it took for some magic to get a grip on you.

      Joe had finished his tea and slipped the flask into his jacket by the time Zeke finished eyeballing the rock. “I don’t know. It doesn’t look friendly, does it?”

      Joe took the stone back from the old man, wrapped it up again, and shoved it into his satchel. “Guess I’ll go bang on a few more doors and see if anybody else knows what the hell this thing is.”

      Zeke laughed and followed Joe to the front door. He let Joe out, and the two men locked eyes for a moment as winter’s chill turned their breaths into fog. “Yer sure this is a fight ya want to start?”

      What Joe really wanted to do was ignore it. Let the sheriff handle the case. But Joe couldn’t trust anyone else to deal with this kind of shit. If he turned a blind eye, he’d wake up one day with something trying to stab it out of his head. “I don’t want to start anything. But I reckon I’m going to have to end this before I get any rest.”

      “Be careful out there, Joe. There’s a change in the air, and the years are catching up to ya just as much as me.” Zeke shook his hand. “This shit we do takes its toll.”

      Joe didn’t respond because there wasn’t anything left to say. He climbed into his old truck and caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview. Zeke was right. This job and all it entailed was eating at Joe. He felt hollow, and there was a distance in his eyes that he didn’t like. As he threw the truck into reverse and backed away from the old man’s cabin, Joe wondered just how many of these fights he had left in him.

      He reckoned it wasn’t many.
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      The bottle of Gentleman Jack felt warm between Joe’s palms. It sat on the table in front of him, and he turned it from side to side. He hadn’t even looked at a bottle in well over a month, but on his ride back to the house from Zeke’s all he could think about was this one.

      When he’d given up the booze, he’d hidden this bottle down in the basement. It’d been his insurance policy in case he didn’t have what it took to stay on the wagon. The idea of not having any booze in the house had terrified him back then. He’d been tougher than he’d thought, though, and the bottle had stayed put.

      Until this morning. As soon as he came home from Zeke’s place, he’d gone down and dug it out. He’d been sitting and staring at the bottle for the last hour, trying to think of reasons not to crack it open and pour himself a slug.

      In the end, the only reason that mattered to him was the one thing Joe was on the brink of losing. His life. The struggle to reclaim that life, and the family that came with it, had been brutal. And now he felt it drawing to an end despite his best efforts.

      The daily battles with the monsters in his head was wearing him thin. He could drink the sassafras tea, and that would probably buy him a few months and ease his pain. But unless he came up with a solution, a permanent one, he wasn’t going to live out the year. He rotated the bottle on its base, watching the deep amber fluid slosh against the glass. The ghost of its smoky taste tingled on his tongue. He could feel its buzzing, burning rush sizzling up his spine. Would it be so wrong to take a sip? Surely he could have just one drink to smooth the roughest edges from his worries?

      “You going to play with that all day, or do you want me to pour you a drink?” Stevie’s voice slapped Joe out of his reverie. He’d been so intent on his own bullshit he hadn’t even heard her come into the kitchen. She sat down at the table across from him and rested her hand on the bottle’s cap. “What’s this about?”

      Joe took his hands off the bottle and rested his elbows on the table. “More of the same. Another dead guy, some hoodoo bullshit that needs my attention.”

      He hadn’t told Stevie about his real worries. Joe kept those to himself because the last thing his wife needed on top of all the other troubles she’d landed in because of his job was to find out that her husband was dying. Looking at her, at the calm confidence emanating from her, made Joe believe he could beat this. He didn’t need to drink; he just needed to get his ass in gear.

      “Wanna talk about it?” Since reclaiming her title as the Bog Witch, Stevie had become very involved in Joe’s job. He didn’t really like leaning on his wife too much, but he had to admit she made a hell of a partner. Having her close made him feel stronger, surer of himself.

      “It’s pretty nasty.”

      “Nastier than that time we ran over a possessed little boy and had to scoop his guts off the gravel?”

      “Fair enough.” Joe described the scene as he’d found it then picked his satchel up from the floor next to him and dumped the handkerchief-wrapped stone out onto the table. “Be careful of that, especially when you unwrap it. No sense touching it until we know what it is.”

      Stevie rolled her eyes and flicked her fingers at the rag-wrapped stone. Her magic tugged at the cloth until the quartz lay exposed on the table between them. She leaned closer to it but kept a respectful distance. After a few moments, she shrugged. “It’s powerful. And old. Can’t figure much more than that about it.”

      “Of course it’s powerful.” Joe let out a long sigh. Looking at the thing made his teeth itch. Just having it in his house made him nervous. Whatever it was, whatever had made it, wasn’t fucking around. There was real power here. The kind of eldritch strength that he did not want to tangle with. “Because it can’t ever be some punk kid kicking around with his My First Grimoire playset. It’s always gotta be something ancient and ornery.”

      “What’d Zeke have to say about it?”

      Joe rolled his eyes. “That I should leave it alone.”

      Stevie reached across the table, careful not to touch the stone, and closed her fingers around Joe’s forearm. Joe closed his hand over hers and had to smile at the electric zing that raced between them. More than twenty years together, and he still felt like they were dating. Now that the curse was off, their bond had become so strong, some days it was the only thing keeping Joe alive. “I’m guessing that’s not an option?”

      “If this had been just an overgrown demon spider on a rampage, I’d let the sheriff take it. She seems hot to have my job these days.” Joe let out a weary sigh. “That’s what I thought it was at first. Because of the webs and the way that guy was just left hanging there. But then I had to go poking around and find that stupid rock.”

      “You always were too thorough for your own good.” Stevie squeezed Joe’s arm in commiseration. “But it’s good you found it. Probably wouldn’t have been the greatest idea for you to let this one go.”

      “Probably not the greatest idea for me to get involved, either.” Joe leaned back in his chair, sliding his arm from his wife’s grasp. “So, you have any witch lore about giant spiders that might help me wrap this shit up before anyone else gets killed?”

      Stevie pondered the question, closing her eyes to dredge through the memories of the lessons her mother had taught her as she was growing up. She had an encyclopedic knowledge of spirits and other dead things, but she also knew more about nature and its critters than any seasoned woodsman Joe had ever met. “I keep thinking about how it left its prey. Most spiders, they don’t spin their webs like that. They like things to be a little more sheltered, more hidden away. Wouldn’t it have made more sense for it to have dragged the dead guy into his trailer?”

      The thought had crossed Joe’s mind. The way the corpse was left, it was almost staged. The body wasn’t up high, even though the thread it hung from had disappeared into the tree’s upper limbs. Whoever, whatever, had done this had wanted the body to be found. “You’re probably right. Maybe it was a giant spider, but one that thinks like a man. It wanted us to find Jimmy, and probably wanted us to find that stone, too.”

      Stevie jumped ahead of Joe’s thoughts. “The question is, why? Is it trying to scare something? Or is it just marking its territory?”

      Scratching at the stubble on his chin, Joe rolled the options over in his mind. Leaving a kill out in the open like that, that was a statement. To Joe, who took all supernatural threats to Pitchfork personally, it felt like a challenge. It was a taunt, but he wasn’t sure whom it was directed at. “I think whoever did this was trying to piss someone off. I’m just not sure who they wanted riled up.”

      “Maybe it’s not about us. Maybe something’s trying to get your boss’s goat. I’m sure he’s got plenty of enemies just waiting to take a shot at him.”

      “Could be you’re right. I’m still going to have to get to the bottom of it. If someone’s taking a shot at the Long Man, they might decide to smack me upside the head on their way to finishing him off.” Joe still remembered the auction that had nearly ended with him being sold to a smiling lunatic. There were a lot of bad things out there, and most of them were not very fond of the Night Marshal.

      “I’ll talk to the other witches,” Stevie said. “We’ll figure this out. We always do.”

      Joe wrapped up the quartz and stuffed it back into his satchel. He was sure his wife was right; he just hoped they figured it out before it was too late.
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      Kathy was running late. Her dad was going to kill her if he found out just how late. Her boyfriend had dropped her off at the end of the block so she could creep home without alerting her parents. All she had to do now was get to her house, sneak around the back, and climb in through the window she’d left open into her bedroom. “Easy-peasy,” she whispered to herself.

      But she didn’t feel like it was going to be easy-peasy. There was a strange chill in the late winter air that soaked into her bones more thoroughly than any mere wintry cold. She couldn’t put a finger on it, but there was something wrong about the night. She wished she’d had Rob drop her off in front of her house. Even if that had woken her parents, at least she’d have been home.

      Her house was the biggest one on the block, and it was only a quarter of a mile away. But it seemed so small and so distant in the middle of the night. She just wanted to be home. She started jogging despite the slippery snow underfoot. Kathy would rather take a fall than spend any more time outside than absolutely necessary. She couldn’t shake the feeling that there was danger lurking in the shadows tonight.

      Something fell from the oak tree in front of the Andersons’ place, and the sound made Kathy jump. What was that? There was a shadow beneath the tree. It was about the size of a baseball and seemed to be moving. Kathy’s curiosity got the better of her, and she found herself walking toward the tree despite her fears.

      The shadow shrank as she neared it. By the time she was close enough to get a good look at it, there was almost nothing left. “What the hell is that?”

      It took her a few more steps to see what was happening. It wasn’t shrinking; the shadow was breaking apart. Smaller shadows scurried away from it, and when Kathy realized what she was seeing she had to clamp both hands over her mouth to stifle a scream. Spiders. Dozens of them.

      She backed away from the tree and the horde of fat, black spiders. The creatures turned toward her as one and streamed over the snow like a black snake. More joined the arachnoid army every second. They crawled up out of the snow and dropped off the bottoms of parked cars and leapt from hedges.

      Kathy stopped backing away and turned to run. She didn’t care if she was running away from her house as long as she was putting distance between the spiders and herself. She couldn’t imagine where the spiders were coming from. It was the middle of winter—shouldn’t they have all been hibernating or whatever it is spiders did when it got cold? She couldn’t remember ever seeing a spider outdoors during the winter. What was going on?

      She realized she was all the way back to where her boyfriend had dropped her off. She turned back and saw the spiders still coming for her. There were hundreds, maybe thousands, all headed in her direction.

      A gooey lump landed on Kathy’s shoulder, and this time she did scream. She tried to brush it off, but whatever it was stuck to her fingers and tangled in her long hair. She pulled her hand away and saw it was covered in silvery threads that shimmered in the winter moonlight.

      In the moment she’d been distracted, the swarm of spiders had closed the distance. They clambered over her boots and skittered up her jeans. Kathy stomped her feet and screamed again. She tried to shake the spiders off and then tried to slap them off, but there were too many. For every one she dislodged, three more climbed up.

      Blind panic sent Kathy running. She didn’t even know which direction she was running; she just knew she had to get away from the spiders. They’d climbed inside her coat, and she could feel their pointy feet poking through her sweater and into her skin. As she ran, they made it into her hair and crawled onto her face. She could feel their sticky webs on her cheeks and her lips and across her forehead. She screamed again, and a spider scrambled onto her tongue. It ran toward the back of her throat until she gagged and choked and had to stop running to catch her breath.

      Kathy managed to spit the spider out, but it left the inside of her mouth stinging and irritated. Her tongue and throat were coated with prickly little hairs that made her want to spit every time she tried to swallow. She was blinded by tears of pain and fear, but she could feel more and more spiders climbing onto her every moment she stood still. She knew she had to run, but she couldn’t. She could barely breathe, and the weight of the spiders dragged her to her knees.

      “This is the price you pay when you forsake the goddess.”

      The voice was creaky and ragged as if the speaker rarely had need for its words. Kathy tried to clear away her tears and the spiderwebs across her eyes to see who was talking her. Why weren’t they helping her? Why were they just standing there?

      Between the moonlight and the webs clouding her vision, Kathy couldn’t make out any details of the man. He was tall, but there was something wrong with his face. Something was moving around his mouth, but she couldn’t tell what it was. “Help me, please.”

      Rough hands seized Kathy’s shoulders with such force she cried out in pain. The fingertips were too sharp, and they dug into her until she could feel warm trickles of blood running down her back and chest. “There is no help for you. You have forgotten to honor the compact. You have received her gifts without the proper obeisance.”

      Kathy’s mind raced. She had no idea what this man was talking about. She hadn’t received any gifts. She opened her mouth to beg, to plead for help. But more spiders crowded over her lips and filled her mouth with their webs.

      The man flipped Kathy onto her back, and she felt and a hard, unyielding cord wrapped around her toes. She struggled, but she was no match for the man’s strength. He wrapped her feet and her ankles and her calves and her knees with a thin, impossibly strong rope. Her bones broke, crushed together by the bonds the man wrapped around her. By the time Kathy’s pelvis crumbled, she could feel something pushing its way up into her throat. It tasted red and wet and raw like fresh-butchered meat. She couldn’t breathe; she couldn’t think. In the back of her mind, she knew she was dying, and she wished she hadn’t sneaked out to be with her boyfriend. She wished she’d just stayed home in her boring bedroom with her boring posters on the wall and her boring music playing. She wished she’d listened to her boring parents and done what she was told.

      The man straddled her and hunkered down until Kathy could smell his rotten breath and feel its heat on her face. “She will take back what is hers, and she will rule this place as she has in ages past.”

      Kathy’s mind raced in a vain attempt to find some meaning in these last words she would ever hear. It was too hard to think with her throat full of blood and raw meat and her mouth clogged with spiderwebs.

      Kathy whimpered as her ribs cracked, and the world turned red.
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      Since the Long Man had stopped talking to him, Joe had started using more mundane ways to keep tabs on the goings on in Pitchfork County. After returning from Zeke’s and talking to Stevie, he’d spent the afternoon hunched over a worktable in the basement, poring over his father’s old journals and listening to the police scanner he’d picked up from the pawn shop. It mostly did nothing but spit static at him, but the droning white noise helped him concentrate.

      Unfortunately, it hadn’t helped him discover anything of use. He’d gone to bed exhausted, his eyes burning from staring at his father’s cramped handwriting, a thousand theories whirling in his head, but with no more information than he’d had that afternoon. After a fitful night’s sleep, he’d poured himself a cup of coffee and stomped right back down to the basement to start looking for answers again.

      He didn’t find anything in the trove of old journals, but the scanner alerted Joe to another murder. They weren’t giving out any details over the scanner, but he could tell from the panicked sound of the deputy’s voice that they’d found something he needed to see.

      Laralaine wasn’t going to be happy if Joe showed up at a crime scene unannounced, but he didn’t really give a shit. He wasn’t going to be able to clean this mess up if he didn’t do some digging.

      He tore ass across Pitchfork and decided to leave his guns at home because he didn’t want the sheriff to think that he’d come loaded for bear. He parked well away from the crime scene and approached on foot, careful to stay out of the sheriff’s line of sight.  Joe was sure she’d toss him out on his ear as soon as she caught wind that he was on her scene, so he wanted to delay that confrontation for as long as possible.

      This house was different from the trailer where Jimmy’d been killed. It wasn’t as far out in the boonies, for one thing, and it wasn’t a rundown shitbox for another. He recognized the place, not because he been there before, but because it showed up in the local papers from time to time. The Yodlee family owned a whole chain of florists that extended well beyond the boundaries of Pitchfork County. They were renowned for their charity work, and now it looked like they were about to be well known for something much worse.

      A silk-wrapped body dangled from the arched entryway at the front of the house. It was small, and the stature combined with the long black hair flowing from the bottom of the cocoon told Joe this was the Yodlees’ daughter. If his memory served correctly, she was fifteen years old, and one of the few bright stars in the Pitchfork’s dimming heavens. A dull spike of rage thrust itself up from his guts, filling the back of his throat with the taste of bile. He needed this mess wrapped up before any more innocents died.

      A scrawny deputy with more freckles than skin darted out from between two of the cruisers and grabbed Joe’s arm. “You gotta get out of here,” he whispered. “If the sheriff sees you, she’ll make us lock you up.”

      Joe looked at his arm, then at the young deputy, then back to his arm. It took the kid a second to figure out just how badly he’d fucked up, and then he dropped Joe’s arm as if it were a cottonmouth ready to strike.

      “What charge am I going to get jailed under?” Joe asked. He knew the sheriff didn’t really need a legitimate accusation, but he also knew putting a little doubt in the minds of her deputies could work in his favor if things went south. Small town sheriffs could get away with a lot of shit, but only as long as they kept their people in line. Joe wanted this deputy thinking about whether or not the sheriff might be crooked, in case things came to a shoving match.

      The deputy licked his lips and tilted his hat back to wipe the sweat from his pink forehead. “She says you been interfering with official police business. Says if you show up at a crime scene, we gotta lock you up for obstruction of justice.”

      The sheriff came out of the house, but she didn’t see Joe. All her attention was taken up by the dead girl hanging overhead. Joe imagined she’d been inside talking to the parents, trying to make some sense of this whole mess. He attempted to imagine her, an outsider to Pitchfork, doing her best to soothe the nerves of someone whose child had just been eaten by the bogeyman. If the scene hadn’t been so dismal, he would’ve laughed. “Kid, if you try to arrest me, I’m going to feed you that stupid hat.”

      The deputy just stared at Joe, mouth wide open. He looked young, way too young to handle fighting crime in a place like Pitchfork County. He looked like a baby, and his flushed pink skin and gaping mouth didn’t do much to shake that impression. Joe stared at him, leaning ever so slightly toward the boy, and the deputy got the hint. He backed away, pulled his hat down over his eyes, and slunk away between the cruisers.

      Joe had some options, but he didn’t like any of them. If he left the crime scene to the sheriff, there was a better than even chance that whatever was going on would never get solved. She might be working with the Long Man, but Joe hadn’t seen anything to indicate that she knew dick about the supernatural world. On the other hand, if he stuck his hand into her business, the sheriff was going to ride his ass straight to the county jail. If he was ever going to get anywhere with Laralaine, Joe knew he’d have to make a peace offering that she couldn’t refuse. He didn’t have much to give her, but he thought she might be interested in a little tidbit he did have.

      There was no point in trying to be coy. Joe tilted his head back a little so his face wasn’t hidden in his hat’s shadow then strode across the street and right onto the crime scene’s front lawn. “Morning, Sheriff,” he called.

      Every eye on the scene swiveled in his direction. The sheriff stood her ground, but the deputies and crime scene tech suddenly had better places to be. Within a moment, Joe and the sheriff were alone on the snowy ground.

      The morning sun sparked off her sunglasses, hiding most of her face behind a veil of light. “You really do want to go to jail,” she barked.

      Joe raised his hands to his shoulders, palms out, and walked toward the sheriff. “I’m just trying to help,” he said, biting back on his anger. He had to stay calm if he wanted to get anywhere with Laralaine. “I don’t think this is your usual crime scene.”

      The sheriff hooked her thumbs into her belt. “I don’t think you know anything about my typical crime scenes. Unless you want to be the next one I slap the cuffs on, you probably oughta get the hell out of here.”

      Joe stared pointedly at the girl hanging behind the sheriff. He tried, and failed, to keep the sarcasm out of his tone. “What do you think happened here, domestic disturbance?”

      The sheriff came across the front yard so fast Joe thought she might take a swing at him.

      He didn’t want a fight, but he didn’t give ground, either. She didn’t stop until she was close enough that their knees were almost touching. “I don’t think you get it. This isn’t your deal anymore. I’m literally the new sheriff in town. And I didn’t ask for your help.”

      Joe smiled, trying to cover up the cold ball of dread gathering in his belly. “You think you’re going to be able to keep a lid on this? Just satisfy my curiosity. What’s your best fucking guess what happened here?”

      The sheriff said nothing. Joe could feel her eyes flicking across his face behind her sunglasses, felt her trying to figure out how far he was willing to push her. “If I had to guess, and since it’s my job I’m probably going to have to, this looks like the work of some witches.”

      And there it was. The sheriff had swallowed the Long Man’s bait and jumped headfirst into the supernatural mysteries that flowed through Pitchfork County. She’d decided that magic was real, and she’d also decided that when she had a supernatural crime on her hands, the first place to start looking for suspects was among witches. “This isn’t Salem,” Joe began, but he bit off the words when he saw the sheriff’s face locked in stony determination. “You’re really going to try to pin this on the witches?”

      “When somebody gets popped in a drive-by, you go looking for guns and gangbangers. Always start with the most logical source of the problem.”

      Joe bit the inside of his cheek and wished for a cigarette. He felt a twinge of pain in the back of his skull. The Long Man was testing him, probing at his defenses while he was distracted by the sheriff. He needed to wrap this up before another headache took him down. “It wasn’t witches.”

      The sheriff backed up a step and slipped her sunglasses away from her eyes. “Have you got anything to change my mind?”

      Joe wasn’t in the mood for any more verbal sparring. He’d come down here to try and help out, and now the sheriff was threatening his wife and the rest of her coven. She was looking for a way to blame someone, a way to make it look like she was solving a problem. And while Stevie was rotting away in a jail cell, whatever was really behind the murders would keep right on killing.

      “Look in the girl’s throat.” Joe knew he was sticking his neck out a long way by giving the sheriff that morsel of information, but he’d rather have her pointing her finger at him than trying to drag all the witches in for questioning. He thought he could keep this under control and keep the sheriff at arm’s length while he worked this out. But if the law went after Stevie, things were going to get very ugly for everyone involved. The Bog Witch didn’t respond well when someone rattled her cage.

      The sheriff eyed Joe then slipped her sunglasses back into place. She didn’t say a word, just turned on her heel and marched back to the body. Joe decided that was a good time to get the hell out of there because he really did not know how the sheriff was going to react when she found that chunk of quartz buried in that girl’s neck.

      He drove past the crime scene on his way home, and the sheriff watched him go. She held the twin of the quartz in his satchel, cradling it in her palms.
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      Joe eased the pickup over to the side of the road, bringing it to a stop just past the point where Al had emerged from the forest. He watched his son jog up to the truck and pull the passenger side door open. “I don’t pick up hitchhikers,” Joe said.

      Al threw himself up into the truck’s cab and slammed the door. “You’re hilarious. Thanks for the ride. Tired of walking.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow then put the truck back into gear and pulled back onto the road. Al was a shape-shifter, capable of transforming into a bestial form more suited for getting around Pitchfork County than any vehicle. Joe wondered why the boy was tromping around like a hobo when he could’ve been running wherever he needed to go in record time. He also knew he was just going to have to keep wondering because Al was a man now, and it wasn’t any of Joe’s business what he was doing. If his son would rather walk around as a human instead of run around using his supernatural gifts, Joe wasn’t going to complain.

      Al watched the scenery roll by for a few minutes then turned to his father. “Heard there’s been some killing.”

      For as long as he’d been the Night Marshal, Joe hadn’t hidden his job from his children. He’d used them, especially during his drinking days, and had pulled them into some scary scrapes. But this was new. He wasn’t used to his son coming to him and offering help. It felt like crossing a line, shifting the balance of their relationship in a way that made Joe uncomfortable. “A couple.”

      Al raised one eyebrow. “A couple so far, you mean?”

      Joe didn’t answer. He kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes on the road. Al was right, of course. There were going to be more murders. Because Joe no longer had the authority to investigate the crimes the way he should have. Because the balance of power in Pitchfork was completely out of whack, and he didn’t see any way to put it right. The last of his influence in the county was dribbling between his fingers, at a time when he needed it most. There were going to be more murders; it was just a question of how many.

      Al leaned back in his seat and rolled down his window. He let his fingers dangle outside the truck, surfing on the breeze of the truck’s passage. “I came to help. I don’t know what I can do, but I’ll do whatever I can. You just let me know.”

      Joe sneaked a glance at Al, who now had his eyes closed. When he hadn’t been looking, his son had grown up. No wonder I feel old, Joe thought. “Two so far. One yesterday, one this morning. And you’re right. There will be more.”

      “Any leads?”

      “I wish. All I’ve got is a couple of corpses strung up by a giant spider, and a chunk of rock I dug out of the dead guy’s throat.”

      Al perked up and opened his eyes. “You gotta rock? Something your bad guy might’ve touched?”

      Joe could see a subtle change sweep over Al. His nostrils widened, and the tips of his ears grew more pointed. “Yeah, I got a rock. I don’t think you should mess around with it, though. No telling what might happen.”

      “I’m pretty tough, in case you hadn’t noticed.” Al grinned, and Joe could see the points of his fangs sprouting through his gums. “Let me see what you got. Maybe I can pick up a scent.”

      Joe nodded toward the floorboard. “It’s in the satchel. Don’t blame me if it blows your fingers off or burns your nose.”

      Al fished the satchel out from underneath the passenger seat and dropped it in his lap. He flipped it open and rooted around inside it with his long fingers. “The thing you got wrapped up in old rags?”

      “That’s it.”

      Al wrinkled his brow and flexed his fingers. Black claws emerged from his fingertips, sliding from the flesh with a slick, wet sound. He took his hand out of the bag, and the quartz dangled between the ends of his claws. He held it up to his nose then took a deep breath. He huffed air in and out a few times then shook his head. “Whoever made this knew what they were doing. It’s clean as a whistle. I can’t even smell the blood I can see on it.”

      Joe grumbled to himself. “Great. So I’ve got some kind of giant supernatural ninja spider to deal with?”

      Al ignored his father’s grumbling as he turned the crystal from one side to the other. “This symbol? Any idea what it means?”

      Joe didn’t know what the symbol meant, but he did know it gave him the creeps. “I think it means, ‘This is my dead guy. Signed, the giant spider.’”

      “That’s hilarious.” Al wrapped up the stone and put it back in the satchel. “It looks kind of Native American. Maybe even older. We should take it to somebody and have them look at it.”

      “Yeah, Shaggy, you’re right. Let me grab Velma and the Mystery Mobile, and we’ll take it down to the professor’s hut.”

      “You’re mixing your old shows. Who’s looked at it other than you?”

      “Your mother, you know, the most powerful witch in Pitchfork County? And Zeke, that old guy who knows a thing or two about hoodoo.”

      Al rolled his eyes again and stuffed the stone back into the satchel. “Meaning you’ve exhausted your old white people sources?”

      Joe wasn’t terribly fond of Al’s newfound appreciation for sarcasm. “You turned into quite the smartass while you were gone.”

      Al grinned. “I guess that’s what happens when you shack up with a witch.”

      Joe stifled a groan. It had been Stevie’s idea to send Al out to check on some of the coven’s witches while they were recovering from their wounds from their last battle. It looked like that idea might’ve gone too well.  “So you been hanging out with Mildred?”

      Al’s nose wrinkled at the thought of spending time with the old crone. “Try one a little closer to my age. Rae.”

      Joe nodded. That made more sense. Rae was only a few years older than Al. Joe didn’t know much about her, but the way Al was acting she must’ve been quite the firecracker. “So, what? You think we should take it to your witch?”

      “No. I was thinking someone with a little more local flavor.” Al stretched and leaned back in his seat. “We should go see Trevor Woodhawk.”

      “Nancy and Liz’s nephew?” The last time Joe had seen that kid, he’d been hiding in the back of their bar, smoking weed and trying to pretend he was invisible. “He doesn’t strike me as a font of knowledge.”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge.” Al dangled his clawed fingers outside the truck. “He knows his shit. He’s got all kinds of books and stuff.”

      “Books and stuff?” Joe glanced at his son then turned his eyes back to the road. He didn’t know whether to be proud or sad. Al seemed to take supernatural murder and mayhem in stride. He didn’t see any issue with dragging one of his friends into the investigation. Not so long ago, Joe didn’t care about whom he dragged into his fights, either. But he’d learned a few things since then, like the fact that those who brushed up against the supernatural didn’t always come out of the experience unscathed. The crimes the Night Marshal had run across had left a trail of damaged bystanders and investigators that haunted his dreams. “You sure this guy is up to it?”

      Al scratched his chin and gave his father a little shrug. “It’s not like we’re asking him to strap on a six-shooter and follow us to the OK Corral. I just thought he could take a look at the stupid rock and maybe tell us something about it.”

      Joe didn’t want to admit it, but it did seem harmless enough. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that getting anyone else tangled up in this was just going to end up causing them all a bunch of problems.  “And you’re sure we can trust him?”

      That gave Al pause. Joe could see the muscle in his son’s cheek twitch as he clenched his jaw. “He’s solid. Unless what you’re really saying is you don’t want another kid mucking around in your case?”

      There it was. The very thing Joe wanted very much to avoid. He and his son had gone toe-to-toe with more than their fair share of occult horrors. Hell, it hadn’t been so long ago that he’d watched his boy damn near rip the head off a monster that almost killed them both. But in his heart, he couldn’t help but see Al as a young boy rather than a young man. He tried to hide it, but Al was more sensitive than most and knew exactly how his father thought of him.

      “If you say he’s solid, then he’s solid.” Joe didn’t necessarily believe that, but mending fences with his boy was more important than being right. “Just point me where I need to go, and we’ll see what he has to say.”

      Al grunted and didn’t say anything for most of a mile. He broke the silence by pointing to a left-hand turn, and directing, “That way.”

      Joe followed Al’s navigation and did his best to keep his foreboding in check. He wanted to believe that this was the right choice, if only because it would make Al happy to be right. But he also knew the bringing another person into a case like this put them in danger. Even if the kid offered them the best intel in the world, he could be a liability if whoever was behind the murders decided to start taking vengeance.

      “That’s it,” Al said. He nodded toward the little two-story cracker box on the side of the street.

      Joe realized this was the first time that he’d been to the Woodhawks’ house, even though he’d been to the sisters’ bar far too often for far too many years.

      He wondered how pissed they were going to be when he brought this problem under their roof.
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      Joe banged on the door. He waited for a few moments, and when there was no answer, he banged again. When that didn’t elicit a response from inside, he shot a glance at Al. “You sure this guy’s home?”

      Al leaned past his father, curled his long fingers into a fist, and hammered on the door for ten seconds straight. “Yeah, he’s home. This guy never goes anywhere. Probably just has his headphones on, playing Call of Duty or some stupid shit.”

      They waited, soaking in the midday sun. A few more minutes passed, and Joe was about ready to give up. “I don’t have all day to stand around waiting for this kid.”

      Al smiled. “Give it another minute. He probably heard us, but now he’s gotta finish his game, then he’ll probably spend a couple minutes hiding his weed, and then he’s going to open the door. Which should be just about—”

      The door swung open, revealing a short, skinny kid a couple of years older than Al. Joe could see the resemblance to his aunts, but he could also see some significant differences. For one, the kids eyes were red as stoplights, and he didn’t smell like beer and cheap whiskey; he stank like skunk weed.

      Joe wasn’t impressed, but he certainly made an impression on the kid. The young man’s eyes widened, and he backpedaled, panic etched into his features. “You got a warrant?”

      Al stepped in before things got out of hand. He pushed between Joe and Trevor, forcing his way into the house and getting a grip on his friend. “Easy, man,” Al steered Trevor away from the door and motioned for his father to come inside. “It’s just me and my old man, and he’s not a cop. Despite how he looks.”

      Joe followed his son into the house and closed the door. Joe followed the boys through a small living room, a kitchen, and into a narrow stairwell at the back of the place. The scent of marijuana grew stronger as they descended, mingling with the funk peculiar to teenagers, unwashed clothes, and old pizza. Joe was more than a little surprised that the Woodhawk sisters let their nephew live like some sort of filthy hippie.

      The three of them ended up in a basement apartment that looked exactly as Joe imagined it would from the smell. Trevor threw himself down on the edge of a ratty bed, elbows on his knees. “Just, uh, throw that shit on the floor, I guess,” he directed, waving in the general direction of an old easy chair covered in dirty clothes.

      Joe followed his direction, wrinkling his nose at the state of the place. He’d lived rough, especially during his drinking days, but the boy’s slovenliness rubbed him the wrong way. The kid should’ve been getting his act together, learning how to be a man, not lurking down here in this adolescent cave. Joe took a seat on the edge of the chair, not wanting its overstuffed cushions to swallow him.

      Al flopped down in an enormous beanbag chair, unfazed by squalor surrounding them. Joe wondered just how much of his boy’s time was spent in a house and how much of it was spent sleeping under the stars with his pack.

      “Show him what you got,” Al said. “Otherwise, we’re going to be stuck down here all day with him staring at you like that.”

      Joe reached into his satchel, and Trevor flinched. With a shake of his head, Joe fished the quartz cone out of his bag. He unwrapped it partway then turned it to hand the wrapped end to Trevor. “Don’t touch the stone itself,” he cautioned. “I dug it out of a dead man’s throat. There’s no telling what kind of mojo it’s got.”

      To his credit, Trevor did as he was told. He held the cone like it was some sort of priceless antiquity. He was also very careful not to let his bare skin touch any of the milky stone. “Interesting,” he said.

      Without waiting for Joe’s approval, Trevor carried it over to his television. He knelt down and held the stone in front of the screen then stared at it as if trying to see through it. He reached out and cranked up the brightness on the television, turning the frozen video game into a monochromatic lantern. “There’s something in here.”

      Joe squinted, but the stone was too far away for him to see what the kid was trying to show him. “Neat. We’re not cracking it open to get at the secret prize if that’s what you’re hinting at.”

      Trevor grunted, obviously displeased that he wasn’t going to get a look at whatever was hidden inside the stone then went back to examining its etched surface. “Looks Native American, but I can’t place the tribe.”

      Joe gave an exasperated sigh then held out his hand. “All right, that’s enough. Hand it over; we’ll go see if we can find someone who has some fucking idea what this thing is.”

      Trevor raised an eyebrow. “You’re not going to find anyone who knows more about this kind of thing than me. At least not unless you feel like driving to St. Louis.”

      Al sat up in the beanbag chair and rested his hand on Joe’s knee. “Let him do his thing; it’ll be annoying, but he’ll figure it out.”

      Joe tapped his boot heel against the basement floor, impatient and frustrated. He didn’t know what was going on in Pitchfork, but if the time they were wasting watching this stoner kid dig around in his oversized bookshelf didn’t pay off, Joe was going to kick Al’s ass.

      Trevor glanced at Joe then bit back whatever words he’d been considering. Joe could tell his tapping was getting to the kid, but he didn’t care. He needed to get whatever information he could then go after whoever was hanging people from the trees.

      The kid gathered up a handful of books, seeming to pluck them from his bookshelves at random, then flopped back down on his bed. He rested the stone on a mound of bed sheets and rifled through the books he’d gathered. “No, not this one.” He tossed one book to the side then opened another and thumbed through the pages so fast, it didn’t seem possible he was actually able to see anything in the book.

      After twenty minutes of this, Joe regretted his decision to quit drinking and smoking. As the last of Joe’s patience evaporated, the kid snapped his fingers and bolted from his bed. “We’ve been looking at this wrong,” Trevor said, excitement causing his voice to tremble. “I don’t think this is a cone at all.”

      He flipped open a thick leather-bound volume then riffled the pages until he found what he was looking for. He upended the book and held it out to Joe, displaying a full-page color plate.

      Joe stared at the illustration, wrinkling his brow. “Why are you showing me this Egyptian road sign?”

      Trevor blew out a frustrated sigh then jabbed a finger at the illustration. “This is called a stele. It’s a kind of, I don’t know, a marker that lets people know information. They used to stick all sorts of things on these: laws, religious sayings. They were even used to let people know when they were on a holy site.”

      “That’s real exciting, but in case you hadn’t noticed, what you’re showing me is a big flat tile, and what I showed you is more of a pointed cylinder,” Joe said.

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Trevor said. He rested the book on Joe’s lap and went back to his bed to retrieve the stone. “I said there was something in here, but I don’t think that’s it exactly.”

      With a flourish, Trevor whipped away the rags that Joe had used to hide the stone and revealed the milky quartz. He held it between his fingertips and raised it in front of the TV. “Don’t worry; I got this,” Trevor said, trying to calm Joe. “See this line here, I don’t think that’s inside the cone, I think it’s a seam.”

      Joe closed the book then stood and reached for the cone. “Goddammit, kid,” he said. “You have no idea what you’re doing touching that thing.”

      Trevor took a half step back, raising the cone to keep it out of Joe’s grasp. He twisted his grip on the cone then ran his thumbnail along it from point to base.

      The room filled with a faint hissing sound, like the voice of a distant off-air AM radio station deep in the night. “Give me that thing,” Joe growled. “Before you get us all killed.”

      Trevor grinned, the thrill of discovery evident on his face. He whipped the hand holding the stone down, snapping his wrist at the last second.

      Joe watched in horror as the cone expanded, rolling out from the point Trevor was holding. He wished he hadn’t left his shotgun in the truck because he was sure that something was going to come bursting out of the rock. He glanced at Al and was relieved to see his son already on his feet as well.

      Trevor raised his hands to show Joe what he’d done. He was holding two corners of a large sheet of translucent material. “I’ll be damned,” Joe muttered. “Looks like you were right.”

      “Thanks for the confidence,” Trevor groused. He released one corner of the sheet and fished around in the junk next to his TV. He came up with a yellowed role of cellophane tape, which he used to affix the translucent sheet over the flatscreen.

      Unrolled, the stele was even more impressive than it had been as a cone. What Joe had taken for natural striations in the quartz were actually very delicate symbols running the length and width of the sheet. The center was dominated by a pair of triangles, their points facing one another, with eight segmented lines radiating from the space between their tips.

      Joe wasn’t an expert on foreign languages, but the central image was clear to him. “I’m guessing that’s some sort of spider?”

      Trevor didn’t answer then went back to his books. He flipped through one after another, lining them up on his bed so he could look at them while standing in front of his television. He grabbed a small notepad and the nub of a pencil from the entertainment center his television rested on and began quickly scratching notes on the paper.

      Al shrugged at Joe, who nodded in return. He had to admit, the kid was getting results. He was going to owe Al an apology when they got back to the truck.

      After a few minutes of watching Trevor taking notes, Joe was relieved when an ear-to-ear grin split the kid’s face. “I think I got it.”

      But when he read over his notes another time, his grin faltered. “But I don’t believe you’re going to like it.”

      Joe motioned for the kid to get a move on. He didn’t have all day to wait for Trevor to spit it out.

      Trevor swallowed then looked back at his notes. “From what I can gather, there’s kind of a mixture of symbols here. Some of it looks, I don’t know, sort of Egyptian, and then I see a few Osage pictographs scattered in here, but mostly this is written in Enochian. It’s—”

      Joe didn’t need to be told what it was. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. The language of angels.”

      The last time he’d seen something written in that script, he’d had to deal with the half-made girls. It was an experience he didn’t want to repeat.

      Trevor nodded and looked back at his notes. “Anyway, from what I can tell, it’s a kind of boundary marker.”

      Joe wanted to punch something. He didn’t know what was so special about Pitchfork, but clearly something here attracted supernatural poachers. First, the Haunter in Darkness, then Amogen, and now some kind of giant spider had all tried to lay claim to Pitchfork. “Whoever did this is trying to grab a chunk of our county?”

      “That’s the part you’re not going to like.” Trevor took a deep breath then dove into his explanation. “Whoever left this isn’t trying to grab anything. This is to remind folks that they already own Pitchfork and everything in it. And they’re really not happy that everyone seems to have forgotten that fact.”
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      Joe pointed at Trevor’s notepad. “That has everything you just told me on it?”

      The kid reviewed his notes, nodded, and hastily handed the pad to Joe. He also removed the cellophane tape and rolled the stele back into an approximation of its original shape. “Here, take this, too.”

      Joe snatched the stele away from Trevor and tucked it under his arm. It felt strange, as if it were trying to restore its original shape. Joe ignored that for the moment and jabbed a finger in Trevor’s direction. “Keep this to yourself. You go blabbing your mouth about what we talked about here today, and something’s probably going to get pissed. I don’t think you want whatever made this coming to shut your lippy mouth.”

      Trevor nodded and slumped onto his bed. His hand moved toward the bong next to his TV, like a baby seeking its security blanket. “Yeah. I mean, who would I tell?”

      “Thanks, kid,” Joe said. He fumbled for his wallet, not sure how to tip someone who had just decoded a supernatural threat for him. In the end, he settled on a trio of twenties, which he tossed onto the bed next to Trevor. He didn’t wait to see if the boy would pick up the money.

      He was halfway across the street when Al caught up with him. “Well, we scared the fuck out of him,” Al groaned.

      “I asked you if he was up for it,” Joe said. “I guess now we know.”

      Once in the truck, Joe slipped the stele back into his satchel. He looked at Trevor’s notepad and didn’t feel good about what he saw there. “We gotta get out of this county. Every two-bit monster in the area calls itself a god.”

      Al took the notepad from his father, read what he found there, then grunted and threw the pad onto the truck’s dashboard. “At least this one’s local. Itsike’s some sort of Osage spider goddess.”

      “I don’t give a shit what it is. It’s just one more pain in the ass we’re going to have to deal with. My guess is this thing is going to keep killing people and hanging them from trees until we blow its damned head off.”

      Joe cranked the truck’s starter and frowned when it didn’t even cough. He pumped the gas pedal then twisted the key once again. Still nothing. “If my battery’s dead, I’m going to shoot this stupid truck and put it out of my misery.”

      He yanked on the door’s handle, but the door didn’t budge. He checked the lock, but the knob was up. “Al, is your door locked?”

      Joe heard his son check his door, but his attention was drawn to the dashboard. Black, hairy legs jutted from the heater vents. Spiders, hundreds of them, crawled out of the vents and covered the dash. As Joe watched, more pushed their way up through every crack in the truck’s console, covering the speedometer and radio in the span of a heartbeat. They stank of old copper and rotting meat, and their oversized fangs dripped with a pale venom.

      As Al struggled with his door, Joe snatched his satchel off the seat between them and smashed it down on the dashboard. He lifted it and smash it down again and again, squashing the spiders into a greasy smear. But for every one he smashed, two more crawled onto the dashboard. If he and Al stayed in the truck’s cab, they’d be swarmed by the damned things in the next few seconds. Joe wasn’t sure what kind of poison the little fuckers were packing, but he imagined getting bitten would not be fun.

      He yanked the door handle again, and when it wouldn’t give, he turned his attention to the window. He spun the handle as fast he could, and was relieved it actually worked. The spiders were filling up the dashboard in a hurry, and they were making it down to the steering wheel by the time he got his window all the way down. Joe tossed then satchel out then scrambled out the window after it.

      Joe banged the shit out of his hip and raked layers of skin off his ribs as he exited the truck, but it was a hell of a lot better than staying in the cab with all of those spiders. Standing beside the truck, watching Al scramble out his own window, Joe realized he’d left his shotgun in its rack in the back of the truck’s cab. He shoved his hand through the open window and snatched the gun.

      Something squirmed under his hand, and Joe smashed it against the gun’s wooden stock. He didn’t feel pain and hoped that meant he hadn’t been bitten.

      He didn’t have time to worry about a little bite, as a new threat came swarming out of the trees alongside the road. More spiders joined the fray, and these were a lot bigger than the ones in the truck. They were the size of small dogs, with fangs like curved daggers and legs that propelled them through the air in sweeping leaps. Two of them landed near Joe, one on either side of him, and they immediately began snapping at him with their dripping fangs.

      Joe kicked the one to his right, a solid blow to the head that sent it screeching back from him. The one on his left darted forward, and Joe spun toward it with both hands wrapped around his shotgun’s twin barrels.

      The wooden stock slammed into the spider’s thorax, flipping it over and sending it crashing back into the tree it had leapt from. It burst and flopped to the ground with a gray-green slime oozing from between its fangs. Its eight eyes faded to a milky white, and Joe was sure it was out of the fight.

      But, like the spiders in his truck, these monsters had reserves. More of the things were pouring out of the trees, a whole herd of giant spiders, all of them leaping through the air and spinning webs around Joe’s truck.

      “Oh no, not today you fucking don’t,” Joe snarled and fired his shotgun at the nearest cluster of spiders. Green flame and thick smoke belched from the weapon, and the spiders shrieked as burning shot tore through their bodies. A few of them flopped onto their backs as their enormous legs curled in to their abdomens, but more of them just seem pissed at their new injuries. The spiders hurled themselves past Joe, trailing thick webs as they danced around him

      Joe tried to jump clear of the trap he could see forming, but he wasn’t fast enough to escape all of the spiders. A sticky noose tightened around his ankle, nearly dumping him onto his ass.

      Al scrambled over the truck, landing next to Joe. He had a long hunting knife in his right hand and used it to slice through the web around his father’s ankle. Another spider jumped at Al, who lunged forward to meet its attack with his knife extended before him. He pivoted at the last second and swung the blade in a vicious arc that sliced open the spider’s bloated belly. It landed in the truck’s bed, guts splattering out in a frothy spray.

      Joe leaned back against the pickup then fired the shotgun’s second barrel into an onrushing trio of spiders. The blast pitched them back into the trees, filling the air with sticky green ichor. “Now might be a good time for you to change,” Joe said to Al. “There are too many of these damned things for me to shoot them all.”

      Al responded by driving his knife into the face of another spider then kicking it into the woods. He chopped at the webs around them with his knife, clearing away more of the sticky strands. “We got this; we just have to keep moving.”

      With that, Al leapt away from his father, jumping between two spiders and sliding beneath a third. The leaping spiders tangled in their own webs and crashed to the ground.

      Joe took advantage of the space between the downed spiders and stomped two of them to death with his hobnailed boots. He raised his foot to crush the third spider’s head, but a spear of pain lanced through his brain and dropped Joe to his knees.

      The Long Man twisted the power in Joe’s head like a noose of barbed wire. The old bastard pulled at the bond between them, trying to rip his power out of Joe. It took all of Joe’s effort to hang onto his consciousness. The pain was like grabbing a bandsaw blade with his bare hands, though, and the effort was draining him dry. Even worse, as he struggled with his boss, Joe couldn’t fight the spiders. He might win his internal battle only to find himself and his son dead.

      Joe knew he couldn’t win this fight through brute strength. He was going to have to outsmart the Long Man, which would be a nifty trick considering the monster lived inside Joe’s head.

      He fell back on an old schoolyard trick. For one moment, Joe put all of his strength into yanking the power out of the Long Man and into himself. He felt the monster’s surprise at the sudden assault and grinned. When the Long Man responded and tugged back, Joe released his mental grip on the bond between them.

      All the power that he had snatched away suddenly rebounded into the Long Man. It wasn’t much, but the moment of surprise gave Joe the edge he needed to clamp down on the Long Man’s attack. He used their bond to pin his boss in place. The Long Man cursed and struggled, but Joe wouldn’t relent. He kept up the pressure as long as he dared then let the Long Man retreat with his tail between his legs. He just hoped he hadn’t lost too much time fucking around with the old monster.

      As Joe’s attention returned to the outside world, he realized he was in deep, deep shit. The webs were wrapped tight around his shoulders, pinning him to his truck. He couldn’t move his arms, much less fight. A spider lunged at Joe’s face, and the Night Marshal knew he was done for.

      Then something flashed between Joe and the spider.

      Al wrestled the thing back and pinned it to the ground. The spider’s legs beat at his back as it tried to right itself, but Al didn’t give it a chance to get free. He speared it with his knife, a vicious series of short jabs that punched into its thorax again and again. Milky green blood oozed from the wounds, and the spider’s legs went limp.

      “Thanks for the help, old man,” Al smirked as he wiped his knife clean on the spider’s furry belly. “Need me to cut you loose?”

      “If you could do it without the smartass comments, that’d be great.”

      Al sawed the webs away from his father and shoved his knife back in its sheath. “There you go, all better.”

      Joe rolled his eyes and retrieved his shotgun from the gravel where it had fallen. He cracked the weapon open and shook the empty shells into his hand. He threw them into the back of the truck and wrinkled his nose at the dead spider he saw back there. “That is going to be a serious problem if these things keep showing up.”

      Al nodded and walked around to his side of the truck. He started to open the passenger door then froze. “Uh, you’re going to want to see this.”

      Joe looked into the cab, and a cold chill wrapped around his heart. The little spiders had been busy spinning an intricate web inside the truck. The strands of silk were loaded down with the bodies of shiny black crickets. As Joe watched, the little bodies shook, and their legs rubbed together with fevered intensity. A raspy, high-pitched keening filled the air, its tone warbling up and down the scales. The sound was eerie enough to make Joe want to fill the interior of the cab with gasoline and toss in a match to make it stop.

      “You have something that belongs to the goddess.” The words formed from the crickets’ racket. “We are coming for it.”

      The crickets’ legs continued sawing against one another, the unholy noise rising to an unbearable crescendo. One by one, the insects popped and cracked, the friction of their legs setting fire to their chitinous bodies. The cab stank of burning hair, and Joe and Al leaned back to let a thick cloud of smoke escape from the open windows.

      “What was that all about?” Al asked.

      “Just another motherfucker getting mouthy,” Joe replied.

      But as Joe watched the remnants of the message float away on a spring breeze, he had to wonder just how much trouble was headed his way.
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      The black-and-white’s bubblegum lights caught Joe by surprise. He’d been so caught up in the choir of dead crickets he hadn’t even noticed the sheriff pulling in behind him. He was getting slow.

      Laralaine wasn’t tall, but her lean frame, starched uniform, and tall trooper’s hat made her an imposing presence. She gave Joe a shark’s grin as she stepped out of the cruiser and rested her hand on her pistol. “Discharging firearms inside city limits, Mr. Hark? I do believe that’s against the law.”

      Joe weighed his options. He didn’t much care for the sheriff, but to do his job he needed her to get off his balls. He gestured at the bodies of the monstrous spiders scattered around. They were already dissolving into formless goo, but there was no denying something nasty had happened. “Just dealing with some varmints.”

      The sheriff’s mirror shades hide her eyes, but Joe could feel the hate boiling out of them. “Does this have anything to do with the crime scenes you just can’t seem to stay away from?”

      Joe put his hands on the side of the truck and kept them where the sheriff could see them. He didn’t want to give her an excuse to take a shot at him. “That part might be a little complicated.”

      “En-fucking-lighten me.” The sheriff stepped forward until she was even with the tailgate of Joe’s truck. “And this had better be really good.”

      Joe chewed on the inside of his cheek, trying to figure out what he could say that wouldn’t put him and Al behind bars. “Some folks,” he said, “ think I’m the best bet for certain kinds of problems.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard this part of the story before.”

      “Look, I’m trying to give you space to do your thing.” Joe gave the sheriff his sincerest smile. “What’s it going to hurt if you show me the same courtesy?”

      The sheriff snapped her sunglasses away from her face and gave Joe a hard stare. She locked eyes with him and wouldn’t let go. “Because no one needs your thing poking around, got it?”

      Joe’s frustration threatened to make him do something stupid. He needed to work with this woman. Pitchfork needed a sheriff and a Night Marshal; the county needed that balance to make things work. But every time he was around Laralaine, it turned into a fight. “Look, I don’t want any trouble. I’m doing my best to stay out of your way; sorry if it doesn’t seem that way.”

      “I don’t know if you’re aware,” the sheriff said, “but things are changing around here. The rules aren’t what they used to be.”

      There was a trap waiting to be sprung. Joe could feel it in the conversation, its barbs hidden beneath the sheriff’s words. He hadn’t seen her since coming back from Ladue, hadn’t talked to her since the whole dustup with Amogen a few months before. She seemed different now, less straightforward. There was a cunning menace to her that he hadn’t seen before.

      The radio hanging from her chest squawked, breaking the silence with a burst of static. The sheriff tilted her head and gave Joe a broad grin. She pulled the mic away from its magnetic post and handed it to Joe. “I’m pretty sure this is for you.”

      Joe stared at the mic like the sheriff was giving him a pissed-off copperhead. He recognized that look in her eyes, and his heart sank. He took the microphone. “Joe here.”

      “Thank you so much for taking my call,” the familiar voice said, clawing its way through the radio static. “It had been so long I thought you might’ve forgotten about your duty to me.”

      A lightning stroke of pain splintered across the back of Joe’s brain. He winced and clenched the receiver so hard it creaked between his fingers. “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten.”

      The Long Man’s laugh, somewhere between a hyena’s scream and breaking glass, exploded from the receiver. “Why don’t you come up to the Lodge, and we’ll have ourselves a drink?”

      Joe felt sick with rage. How could he have missed this? He’d thought the sheriff had been willfully ignorant about the supernatural side of Pitchfork. But she’d been on the inside all along, working with the Long Man. Everything he thought he’d known was crumbling around his ears. “I don’t drink anymore.”

      An intense pressure encircled Joe’s chest. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t even think, as the Long Man’s authority clenched around him. “You’ve forgotten your manners, Jonah. So let me make this clear. Get your ass to the Black Lodge. Now.”

      The sheriff widened her eyes in mock surprise. “Oh, that’s a twist you didn’t see coming.”

      Joe glared at her, but he was too weak from the Long Man’s attack to do much more than think ugly thoughts at her.

      The sheriff plucked the receiver from Joe’s nerveless fingers and returned it to the magnetic post on her chest. “You better get going,” she said through a fake smile. “He really hates to be kept waiting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

      

    
    
      Joe dug a near-empty bottle of aspirin from the truck’s glove box and dry swallowed three of them. His head felt like someone had hammered a crown of ten-penny nails into it, a feeling he was afraid he was going to have to get used to. Every time the Long Man took a swipe at him, it was like waking up from a week-long bender. The hangover from the attacks was almost as bad as the attacks themselves, and Joe wasn’t sure how much longer he was going to be able to withstand them. “I’ve got an errand to run,” he said to Al. “Can you get back to the house on your own?”

      Al laughed, and Joe noted how much it sounded like a bark. The fight had brought out something dark and feral in Al. “I think I’ll manage.”

      Joe watched his son hop out of the cab and jog away. The boy’s long strides carried him out of sight faster than Joe would’ve imagined possible. Even when he wasn’t transformed, Al was quicker and stronger than anyone Joe had ever known. He wondered what price his son would pay for those abilities. The supernatural never gave anything for free.

      To Joe’s relief, the truck turned over on the first crank. “Fucking spiders,” he snarled and shoved the stick into gear.

      The aspirin chewed the edges off of his headache but left behind a dull burning in his gut. He wondered how many ulcers he had, how much longer he had before the stress and rigors of his job laid him out. His old man had barely made it to fifty, and Joe was less than a decade from that number himself. As he drove up to the Black Lodge, he couldn’t help but wonder just how quickly the sands were running out of his hourglass.

      He didn’t knock, just kicked open the Black Lodge’s door and stomped inside. He found the Long Man waiting for him in the sitting room, a glass of amber liquor in his right hand. “The prodigal returns,” the Long Man quipped.

      Joe swung his arm forward and tossed the decaying remains of spider from the back of his truck at the Long Man. The carcass, mostly rotted down to rancid slime,  slid across the smooth wood floor, leaving a smear of green ichor in its wake. “We’ve got a problem.”

      The Long Man took a drink and glanced down at the dead monster at his feet. “It looks like you have a problem. And it sounds like you’re trying to bring it into my house.”

      Joe did his best to keep his cool. While he knew things were bad with his boss, he hadn’t realized just how far things had fallen. Joe didn’t want a pair of monsters at war inside his head. He didn’t like the Long Man, and he sure as hell didn’t trust him, but he did want to work with him. At least until things settled down in Pitchfork. There wasn’t any point in rocking the boat when there was another supernatural heavy hitter making inroads to the county. “Whatever this is, it’s not out just for me. It thinks it has some claim on Pitchfork.”

      The Long Man took another drink, shrugged. “I’m not sure what you think I can do for you. You stole the biggest chunk of my power, and you’re holding it hostage.”

      Joe didn’t believe he had most of the Long Man’s power, not by a long shot. The old bastard no longer looked as if he was on death’s door. There was an unnatural warmth to skin that had been recently waxy, and a feverish light gleamed behind black eyes. Somehow, the Long Man had regained his strength. “Then maybe you can just knock off trying to kill me while I’m dealing with this thing.”

      A faint smirk quirked the edges of the Long Man’s lips. Joe felt the first tremors of an attack slinking through the shadows at the back of his brain and braced himself for the onslaught. The Long Man’s grin grew wider, and the old bastard chuckled. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about. Why would I risk endangering you? While you have certainly gone out of your way to show that our oath means nothing to you, it still binds us together. If you die, you’ll take the part of me that you’ve held hostage with you. What makes you think I’m willing to risk that?”

      Joe tried to measure the truth of the Long Man’s words. There was no denying the two of them were tied together. Joe could feel the Long Man’s presence at the back of his brain, and the power of the Night Marshal’s office was still there. His boss fought him for every inch of their journey together, but they were still together. For better or worse. “If we don’t work together, this thing’s going to burn both our asses.”

      The Long Man drained his drink and flicked his fingers. The glass vanished, disappearing into the ether with a faint pop. “I’d love to help you. All you have to do is return what you stole from me.”

      Joe ground his teeth. At this point, he wouldn’t even mind giving the old bastard’s power back to him. But if he relinquished that strength, the Haunter in Darkness would tear Joe apart. “I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

      The Long Man released a dramatic sigh through his thin lips. “It’s a shame that we couldn’t come to some reconciliation. But as long as you hold my strength, I have nothing to give you.”

      “At least give Laralaine permission to work with me. Right now she’s intent on running interference, and we don’t have time to be playing those games.”

      The Long Man curled his hands together and rested them on his knee. “I have less control over her than I do over you. Even if I commanded her to put her resources at your disposal, there’s every chance she would put a bullet in the back of your head the first time the opportunity arose.”

      Joe wanted to shoot something. He hadn’t expected to be met with open arms, but he had expected the for the Long Man to have some sense of self-preservation. He dug through his satchel and pulled out the stele. “Maybe you can make some sense out of this,” Joe said as he unfurled the silken sheet and held it before the crackling fire in the hearth. “My sources tell me this is some sort of claim of ownership. A territory marker.”

      The Long Man’s face became a still mask. “Have you ever wondered, I mean really wondered, what’s happening here? You fight me because you fear my desire to rule. But have you ever wondered what would rule in my stead should you dispose of me?”

      Joe snorted. “I ever knock you off your throne, I’m not going to let some other motherfucker just crawl right back up onto it.”

      The Long Man stood and walked toward Joe and the fireplace. He gestured back to his enormous chair. “Perhaps you would like to take a seat.”

      Joe’s eyes drifted toward the twisted throne of their own accord. “I never wanted to rule. I don’t want your power. But I’ll be damned if I let anybody else take it, either.”

      The Long Man bent at the waist to get a better look at the stele. “Power unleashed is worse than any tyrant. If you kill me, something else will come to take my place. If you kill that, there will be another. And another after that. Power cries out to be mastered. It craves the leash.”

      “So you’re not going to help me. Fine. But I’m not going to sit here and listen to you try and convince the two of us that you’re what’s best for Pitchfork. If you don’t help me, just stay the fuck out of my way.”

      The Long Man straightened and rested his elbow on the mantle. He stared into Joe’s eyes, and all trace of humor was gone. For a moment, Joe could see something real in the monster’s stare. It wasn’t fear; it was dread. Whatever was happening, the Long Man wasn’t looking forward to it. “If you think you can do this without me, you are sadly mistaken. All of this, all of these monsters and their masters, are just pieces on a game board you cannot even imagine. Have you considered that I oppose you, not because I am evil, but because you are wrong?”

      The words rattled Joe’s cage because he was almost sure that the Long Man at least thought he was telling the truth. There was always a chance that the things Joe did, that the monsters he killed, only fueled the supernatural fires that threatened to consume Pitchfork. But in all his years, the one truth Joe had clung to was that he did what he did not because he wanted to, but because he felt he had to. His motives were the only ones he could trust because he knew he wasn’t trying to gain anything for himself. Joe did what his father before him had done: He found the monsters, and he killed them. “Nothing would be easier than for me to fall back in line. It would be so simple to go back to letting you call the shots. I didn’t have to think or worry so much when I was a drunk attack dog that carried out your orders. But that line of thinking just about cost me everything.”

      A dull, crystalline chime rang through the quiet between them. Joe felt the wind shift around him as a pair of shot glasses appeared on the mantle. The one nearest him was filled with clear water so cold it frosted the glass. The Long Man lifted the one nearest himself, filled with what appeared to Joe’s finely tuned alcoholic senses to be expensive whiskey and tilted it toward Joe. “See how refreshing honesty can be? Now we both know where we stand.”

      Joe snatched his shot glass off the mantle and tossed the water down his throat. It was so pure it had no taste, and he was only sure there had been anything in the glass at all because of the cold weight it left in his gut. This wasn’t what he wanted, but he supposed it was what it had always had to be. Joe wasn’t looking forward to the coming days, but he at least knew where he stood with the Long Man. “It didn’t have to be this way,” Joe started. The Long Man cut him off with a wave of his hand.

      “We both know that’s not true. I think we’ve both known this day was coming for a long time.”

      There was nothing left to say. Joe had come hoping to mend fences but instead had been witness to the burning of the last bridge between himself and the Long Man.

      He was almost to the door when the Long Man’s voice reached him. “Be careful out there, Jonah. It would be a shame if you had one of those spells of yours at an inopportune time.”

      Joe turned on one heel and tilted his hat toward the Long Man. “See? You really do care.”

      “You know I worry what will happen to me if you die. I stand to lose so much. Have you considered what might happen to you if I were to die?”

      Joe snorted. “I know I’ll rest easier at night once you’re gone. Or did you have something else in mind?”

      “It is going to be so boring around here when you’re gone. I almost wish you were going to survive this.”

      Joe left the Black Lodge and tried to ignore the Long Man’s laughter ringing in his ears.
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      Al found his sister and mother at the kitchen table. They each had a plate of barbecue ribs in front of them, and Elsa had reduced most of hers to clean white bones. Their faces were smeared with sticky red sauce, and their hands looked like they'd been digging in someone's guts. They grinned at him, and his mother motioned for him to pull up a seat.

      "You can have the rest of mine," she said and pushed her plate toward Al. "I can't keep up with your sister anymore. I'm going to enter her into one of those hot dog eating contests at the fair."

      Al winked at his little sister and slid the plate in front of her. He tried to hide his disgust at the thought of eating food that’d been charred over a fire and slathered with enough spice to mask its natural taste. "I already ate."

      He could feel his mother's eyes on him, and Al tried to ignore her probing stare. He hadn't been back to the house in weeks, and most of that time he'd been living with one of the young witches in his mother's coven. "At least she's feeding you."

      "Don't be mad at Rae," Al said. "You're the one who sent me over there to take care of her while she recovered."

      He could see the anger in his mother's eyes, the shadowy flare of rage that reared up whenever she was challenged. In truth, that was one of the reasons Al spent less time at home these days. He was the leader of his own pack, and bending a knee to anyone, including his own mother, wore on his nerves. It was best if they gave each other a little space.

      He was relieved when Stevie grabbed his face with her greasy hands and pulled him forward for a messy kiss on the cheek. "I'm just glad my boy's home," she said as she smeared barbecue sauce from his ear to his chin.

      Elsa shrieked with laughter. She swallowed a bite of pork and jabbed the naked bone at Al. "You look gross. Like you've been eating roadkill."

      He pushed back from the table and went to the sink to wash his face. "I don't eat roadkill," he said over his shoulder. "I eat little girls."

      Elsa laughed again and devoured another rib.

      Stevie turned in her chair and brushed her ponytail back over her shoulder. "What made you decide to pay your dear old mama a visit?"

      "I heard there've been some problems. Figured I might be able to help."

      A shadow passed over Stevie's face.

      Her disappointment stung Al, and he wished he'd come to visit more often. Avoiding his mother because of the awkwardness between them was the easy way out, but he could see now what it would cost them if he kept that up.

      "Are you sure you're ready for that?" Stevie's gaze grew more intense as she measured Al. They’d all suffered during the battle at Ladue, and Stevie had a sneaking suspicion that Al had been in scrapes even more recently. He looked tired and too thin, worn threadbare by pressures and cares a boy his age shouldn’t have to consider. A man his age, she corrected herself. Al wasn’t a kid anymore.

      He returned to his chair and flopped down with his arms crossed over his belly. "I don't think it matters much if I am ready or not. I went over to Trevor's with the old man, and it looks like this is going to be quite a mess."

      Stevie sipped from her plastic tumbler of iced tea. "Sounds familiar. What did Trevor have to say?"

      Al glanced at Elsa then back to his mother. She shrugged in response. In some ways, despite Elsa's youth, she was the most resilient of them all. Her gift gave her a longer view of the world and seemed to have completely removed her fear of death.

      It also made keeping secrets from her almost impossible. The dead loved Elsa, and their ears were everywhere. "He says we've got some sort of angry spirit on her hands. Something that thinks it has a claim to Pitchfork."

      "Your dad have a line on this thing?"

      Al shook his head. "The sheriff's on his ass, and I don't think he knows how to deal with that, much less this spider thing."

      Stevie shuddered. She’d raised zombies and put down ghosts, but spiders still gave her the willies. “It’s spiders this time?”

      Al did his best to keep the mood light despite the danger they all knew was coming. “Big ones. Juicy like you wouldn’t believe.”

      Stevie sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Maybe it’s not as bad as you guys think. Maybe it’s just a passing werespider or something. Maybe it’s already gone. It’s not like you know where it is, right?”

      Elsa tossed the last of the rib bones on their plate and let out an enormous belch. She grinned at the shocked expressions on her mother's face. "That was delicious. You want me to find the monster for you guys?"

      Al could feel his mother's indecision. She didn't want to bring Elsa into any other supernatural messes, but she also knew better than to turn down any weapon in this kind of fight. She reached out and took Elsa's hand in her own and looked deeply into her daughter's eyes. "I don't want you to do anything you're not comfortable doing. If you think you can dig up any information that might help us, we'd appreciate it, but I don't want you getting hurt."

      Else shook her head, the wild, golden mane of her hair falling about her face, and took a deep breath. A cold blue glow leaked from her eyes, puddling on the table in front of her.

      Al's skin pricked into gooseflesh as his sister's power reached through the veil between the land of the living and the nightshade empire of the dead. Not so long ago, she'd had to wear a mask to call to the spirits, but that had all changed once she'd become infected with the godsblood. Now, it seemed as if she was always straddling the line between worlds.

      She raised her head, and her mouth hung open. The blue light from her eyes seemed to throw deeper shadows than the midday sun and cast everything with hard edges. Al could smell freshly turned earth and hear a faint chorus of voices rising from his sister's throat.

      The dead had arrived.

      "You know not what you seek," a creaking voice echoed from Elsa's tiny frame. "It steals the dead, to where we do not know."

      Al reached for his sister, ready to wake her. The spirits didn't look like they were going to be much help today and didn't always know when it was time to leave. But his mother stopped him with a sharp shake of her head.

      Stevie leaned in close to Elsa and asked, "What is it, that even the dead fear?"

      Elsa tilted her head like a dog trying to pick up some far off noise. "It seeks the blood of the first," the ancient voice grated from within Elsa. "It comes to take back what was once freely given."

      Stevie frowned. Al knew she didn't have much patience with cryptic messages from beyond. She'd once bent untold numbers of spirits to her will, back when she'd worked the Left-Hand Path, and didn't appreciate their sass now that she was on the other side of the fence. "Bring me Jimmy Ginlet."

      All of the muscles in Elsa's face went slack. Her jaw drooped even farther, seeming to fall open flat against her throat. A droning rumbled in her chest, like a thousand locusts rising into flight. The sound grew more intense with each passing moment until the plates on the table rattled against the wood.

      Al didn't wait for his mother's permission. He reached out for Elsa and gave her a sharp shake, hoping to snap her out of her trance. Her head whipped toward him, and the power of her droning voice made Al yank his hands off of her to cover his sensitive ears.

      "He is not here," she roared. "He was never here."

      Stevie responded to the spirits’ aggression with all the power she had claimed as the Bog Witch. A dark aura flickered around her, driving back the blue glow from Elsa's eyes. When she spoke, her voice was louder even than the droning buzz emanating from her daughter. "Where has he gone?"

      The question angered the spirits. Al could only watch helplessly as the dead rattled Elsa's body, her head jerking back and forth as convulsions rippled through her. "It tears up the roots. It tears up the roots. It. Tears. Up. The. Roots."

      The words became a rumbling thunder, merging into one another as they tumbled from Elsa's lips. Her muscles jumped beneath the skin, standing up in stark relief as they strained against the force of the dead. She craned her head back, tendons standing out like cables from her neck, and ground her teeth together.

      The light went out of her eyes without a sound. Elsa's head snapped back down, and her goofy, little girl grin reappeared. “That was different."

      Al stood on shaking legs and went to the sink. He pulled a washrag from the drawer under the counter and soaked it with cold water from the tap. He tried to look out the window, but there was a silvery haze blocking his view. Al leaned closer to the window, and his breath caught in his throat.

      Overlapping spiderwebs covered the window in a hazy shroud of silk. "I think," he said, "it knows we’re looking for it."
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      Mary Ranson didn’t trust anyone. Since her daddy had died more than a decade ago, she’d done her best to shut out the world. She lived in her big house on the hill, the house her daddy had earned by working himself to death first for the Blackbriars’ mines and then as a freelance trapper, and rarely saw another soul.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely correct. She was an avid TV watcher, consuming everything from soap operas to game shows to the endless permutations of police and forensics dramas that littered the cable bandwidth. But that was it. If a person didn’t cross her big-screen television, then she didn’t want to see them.

      Which is how she came to be holed up in her upstairs bathroom in the middle of the afternoon. She was irritated that that was the only time she could get a repairman out to look at the leaking roof because it meant she had to watch her favorite soap opera on the bathroom’s little television instead of the enormous flatscreen in the downstairs theater room. But that was better than the alternative, which put her at risk of running into a stranger. “No,” she mumbled to herself, “that wouldn’t do at all.”

      She could hear the repairman on the roof. He was stomping around like some sort of wild animal, his heavy boots pounding against the shingles so hard, Mary was sure he was doing more damage than he was fixing.

      She turned the TV up louder and pulled it closer to where she sat on the toilet. Trying to drown out the man on the roof made the voices of her favorite characters tinny and crackly; the little television just couldn’t handle the volume she demanded from it. After years of enjoying high-definition video and surround sound, being forced to watch her shows on the crappy little TV made her want to throw the monitor across the room. “I’ll get the headphones,” she said, excited at discovering the solution of her problem. “Can’t hear anything with them on.”

      She stood up from the toilet and pushed the TV back, rolling its wheel stand into its resting spot beside the sink. She reached for the door but froze with her hand inches from the knob. From the corner of her eye, Mary could see a seam in the bathroom’s wallpaper. It was bubbled up, peeling back from the wall to reveal a dark, shadowed pocket.

      The wallpaper was almost brand new. Wally had never cared for how the place looked, so after he died, Mary had gone through room by room and redecorated the whole place. The upstairs bathroom was one of the last to get the treatment, and the wallpaper had gone up less than six months ago. “I’m going to call that dirty turd head of a contractor and give him a piece of my mind.”

      But that meant more people in her home, more strange men pawing over the only place Mary felt safe. Maybe she could fix it herself. Maybe she could just push it back down, and it would stay there. She pressed her palm flat against the lifted section of wallpaper, leaning her slight weight into the wall. “One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi,” she counted, sure that five seconds would be plenty to secure the paper.

      Before she could continue her countdown, something writhed against her hand. She jerked her arm away and stared at the space, watching as the wallpaper lifted farther and farther away from the wall. Black shadows leaked from the separated seam, night-dark limbs stretching out and probing the wall.

      A one-inch gap became two, then four, then eight. The shadows gained more substance, emerging into the light with brazen confidence.

      “Spiders,” she whispered to herself, “and I just had the exterminator here.”

      More than anything, Mary wished the repair man would come down off the roof and help her deal with this mess. She was paralyzed with terror, unable to do anything but watch as the spiders poured from under the wallpaper. Her breath rasped in and out of her nose in high-pitched wheezes, a sawing rhythm that she found almost alarming as the spiders themselves.

      She couldn’t get enough air; her lungs felt constricted as if someone had wrapped a tight band of leather around her chest. “Asthma,” she gasped, “gotta get my inhaler.”

      But the inhaler was outside the bathroom. She didn’t generally need it during the day and left it on the nightstand next to her bed.

      The spiders flooding out from under the wallpaper had covered the door, forming a twitching black blanket that blocked Mary’s exit. She could just make out the gleam of the chrome handle through the writhing nest of arachnid legs, but the idea of reaching for it, much less turning it, made it even harder for her to breathe.

      Mary tried to focus only on the handle. She just had to reach out, grab it, give it a twist and then rush on through. “You can do this,” she told herself. “Don’t be a crybaby potty pants.”

      She thrust her hand forward and slapped as many of the spiders as possible away from the door’s handle. Before they had a chance to regroup, she twisted the knob to the left and yanked the door open.

      There were spiders everywhere. As she pulled the door toward her, they leapt free and sailed through the air to land in her hair and on her clothes. Some even fell down the open neck of her blouse to crawl across her chest and shoulders.

      She screamed out of the bathroom, eyes half-closed, slapping at her body and hair. Mary was lost to a full-blown panic attack, driven to hysterics by her asthma and the legion of spiders skittering over her flesh. She could hear the faint, almost mechanical sound of the spiders moving, and it mixed with her own ragged breaths to make a terrifying soundtrack.

      The webs were waiting for her around the corner from the bathroom. Mary slammed into them, and the sticky silk wrapped itself around her head and chest. She struggled to move her arms, but her struggles only entangled her in more webs. She stumbled and fell forward, colliding with layer after layer of woven silk on her way to the floor. By the time her knees touched the carpet, her entire body was wrapped tightly in strands of spider silk.

      The repair man will come, she thought. He’ll find me and get me out of this.

      Moments passed, and Mary was having more and more trouble breathing. The spiders were still crawling across her skin, finding their way under her clothes and into all of the warm creases and crevices of her body. She could feel their fangs dragging across her skin as if they were teasing her, taunting her with the threat of pain to come.

      Every gasped breath took more effort. Her nostrils were completely plugged with spider silk. A thick veil of the material had stretched across her mouth, and every inhalation drew in more. If someone didn’t come soon, Mary knew she was going to die.

      She had no idea how much time passed when someone came for her. Mary’s arms and legs were too weak from fighting the web to even try to help her rescuer. She was swaddled in silk like a baby in a blanket and wrapped so tightly she couldn’t even open eyes.

      Tears of relief slithered out from the corners of her eyes and soaked into the silk as strong hands lifted her from the floor. She tried to thank her savior, but Mary could no longer open her mouth.

      Whoever had freed her carried Mary down the hall, toward the steps to the first floor. Mary couldn’t see, but she knew her home so well she could imagine exactly where she was. They were on the landing looking down on the entryway, next to where the chandelier hung from the high ceiling. She couldn’t imagine why her rescuer had stopped here when he could just carry her down to the first floor and get the webs off of her there.

      Something wrapped itself around her feet. She moaned in protest as the thick cord looped around her ankles and pulled them together so tightly she could feel the bones grinding against one another. Her moans became louder, turning to muffled shouts as the pressure increased and moved up to her calves.

      By the time it reached her knees, she was screaming. It felt as if all the bones in her knees were being pushed together with such force that her skin was tearing over them. She couldn’t breathe, her screams were choking her, and the webs were drawn deeper and deeper into her mouth with every tortured gasp.

      The world spun around Mary until she was hanging upside down. She heard the chandelier jangling, the crystals banging against one another. And then she was falling.

      Her plummet was halted with a crunching snap. The bones in her calves burst through the skin, and her ankles popped loose from the rest of her legs. Mary’s eyes rolled back into her head under her glued-together eyelids, and she drifted away.

      Mary was getting out of oblivion as quickly as she had fallen into it. The pain pushed her through the darkness, and she emerged into a world of blistering white agony. From her hips to her toes, her body had been transformed into a mass of jagged bone and raw nerve endings. Her throat was bloody from screaming and clogged with the webs she sucked in trying to draw air.

      Her asthma threatened to strip away her consciousness once again. She had nothing left in her but sharp hiccups, barely enough air to keep her alive. She could feel the pain receding, sinking into the anoxic gray cloud that threatened to consume her thoughts.

      “It will not be so easy,” a distorted voice hissed.

      Something sharp sliced at the webs around Mary’s mouth. The silk disappeared, taking with it most of her upper lip. She could taste her blood slicking her teeth, but the pain of her injuries was worth it for the sudden flood of cool air pouring into her lungs. She gulped again and again, sucking in one life-sustaining breath after another.

      Her reward was a fresh wash of pain. Oxygen flooded back into her body, igniting her damaged flesh with a firestorm of pure agony. A scream tore loose from her throat like a fresh scab peeled from a wound.

      The pressure returned, working its way up over her belly toward her ribs. The voice returned, as well, close to Mary’s ear. “You had everything,” the words came to her, freshly dripping with hate. “All you had to do was tithe and obey. But those small things were too much for your simple mind.”

      The crushing force squeezed all of Mary’s blood out of her legs and torso and into her head. Her heart thundered in her ears as it struggled to move the blood through crushed vessels. A high-pitched whining filled her head, and she knew she would soon be with her daddy.

      Worse than the pain was the guilt. She did not recognize the voice, but she knew what she heard. She and the others like her had forgotten. They had failed to honor an ancient pledge, and now all would pay the price. She opened her mouth to beg forgiveness, to release the guilt crushing her heart, but no words came out.

      The mass of viscera and pulled organs, driven upward by the pressure, oozed from between her bloody lips and splashed onto the floor.

      As the blessed darkness claimed her; the last sound Mary heard was frenzied, ravenous chewing.
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      The distant ringing of the downstairs phone dragged Joe back to the world of the living. He cracked open one eye to glare at the alarm clock’s red digits and ground his teeth in anger. Despite his sobriety, he was never going to be a morning person.

      Especially not after the night he’d had. Joe had spent more hours in the basement rooting through his father’s old journals and papers. Unlike Joe, the old man had maintained meticulous accounts of his battles with the supernatural. Joe had read and reread everything he could find that his father had left behind, but he was no closer to knowing what was behind the attacks now than he had been before he’d begun his research. If Itsike had been hanging around Pitchfork, his father had never run into her.

      The phone kept ringing, and Joe kept trying to ignore it. Even after he’d come to bed, he hadn’t been able to sleep. His mind was full of old stories, memories of times he thought he’d left behind forever. His head was still swimming with all the stories his father had written about the families of Pitchfork and their various dealings. It was stuff he should’ve read long ago, things that might have helped him police the county’s supernatural element. He should have been more like his father. Everyone would have been better off.

      The phone rang again. And again.

      Elsa and Stevie were no doubt digging up roots and rare winter herbs down by the creek behind the house, and whoever was calling clearly wasn’t going to give up.

      “Fuck,” Joe growled.

      He lurched out of bed and stomped down the stairs, hoping that whoever was on the other end would give up and let him go back to sleep. The phone just kept ringing, though, and its bleating urgency had Joe rushing to answer it. “What?” he barked into the handset.

      There was a moment of silence at the other end of the line, as if whoever had been calling Joe suddenly thought better of waking him at this time of the day. Joe looked out the windows and could still see faint traces of the spiderwebs that had coated them the night before, an ugly reminder of his family’s impromptu seance.

      Joe’d warned them about messing around in this, but he knew they were just trying to help. There hadn’t been another attack last night, but the webs were certainly a warning that the head spider asshole knew where to find them. None of them slept very well after they spent a few hours clearing the warning off their windows.

      The caller took a deep breath then rushed into what they had to say. “Mr. Hark? This is Aaron Beaudry.”

      Hearing that name made Joe want to smash the plastic phone receiver against the wall. The kid was the new preacher over at the Red Oak Baptist Church, and he wasn’t going to let Joe forget a promise that had been made to the now-dead pastor that had preceded him. “Look, kid, I’ve got a lot going on right now. If this is about coming to your service—”

      When the boy spoke again, he no longer sounded nervous. There was an undercurrent of anger in his words, a tone that made Joe pay attention even as he bristled at its presumed authority. “I’m not trying to remind you of your oath, though that should weigh heavily on your conscience. There is something more urgent that needs your attention.”

      “Spit it out, kid.”

      A sullen silence answered Joe. Like the preacher before him, Aaron believed he was one short step away from the God he served. He didn’t like being called kid, which was one of the reasons Joe kept doing it. “One of my flock was murdered.”

      Joe snatched the notepad and pencil off the top of the refrigerator next to the phone and scribbled down the address as Aaron rattled it off. He knew the place: an aging mansion that overlooked Pitchfork from the top of the hillside it squatted upon.

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

      He knew he had to hurry because it wouldn’t be long before the sheriff learned of the murder as well. If Joe could get a look at the scene before Laralaine showed up to arrest him, maybe he’d uncover a clue to help him wrap this shit up before anyone else died.

      The drive over to the Ranson place took longer than Joe would’ve liked, and by the time he arrived he was regretting his decision to leave home without his first cup of coffee. His stomach growled, reminding Joe that it wasn’t just caffeine he skipped. “There better be something good here,” he grumbled and flung open the truck’s door.

      Like Preacher Walker before him, Aaron rode around in luxury. The church’s bone-white Hummer was parked in the mansion’s circle drive, square in front of the door. Joe felt like scratching the paint as he walked past it, just to remind the kid of the price Walker had paid for his indulgences. Joe didn’t believe preachers should live in luxury, not while their flocks suffered in abject poverty as they did in Pitchfork.

      The mansion’s door was wide open, and the Hummer’s driver stood next to it. He motioned for Joe to enter and nodded as the Night Marshal passed him. The big, bald man had never spoken, as far as Joe knew, and it didn’t look like he was going to start today.

      Inside, the mansion was still and cool. Aaron was sitting in a chair someone had pulled into the entryway, leaning forward with his hands clasped under his chin and his elbows on his knees. He was staring at a red stain on the marble-tiled floor before him.

      Joe cleared his throat to get the kid’s attention. Aaron blinked his eyes, sat up, and nodded to Joe.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said. His eyes were red, and there was a faint tremor shaking his hands. “I hope you can tell me something about this.”

      Above the stain, a silken bundle hung from the chandelier. It was thin and malformed, with a red-stained hole at the end nearest the floor. Joe crouched down and slid his fingers into the hole. Dry teeth scraped against his skin, and the leathery roughness of a tongue brushed against his fingertips.

      He found what he was looking for and gripped it with his nails. This stele was crammed even farther down this victim’s throat, and Joe had to brace his other hand against the body to lever it free. The cone popped loose with a wet slurp, and a gout of bloody sludge followed it. Joe jumped back to avoid the gore, but he wasn’t quick enough to avoid having the toes of his boots splashed. “Goddammit,” he muttered. He’d liked those boots and knew all too well how difficult it was to get blood out of leather.

      Aaron made a disapproving noise from where he sat, and Joe turned to face him. The Night Marshal showed the bloody stele to the young preacher. Blood dripped from its tip, splashing onto the tile. “You recognize this?”

      The young preacher’s face paled, and he shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like any of this.”

      Joe nodded and pulled a handful of old rags from his satchel. He wiped down the stele with one of the rags and then wrapped it up with the others before stuffing it back into the satchel. “I don’t reckon many folks around here have. I’ll take this back to my place and see if I can figure anything out. Thanks for letting me know about this. The sheriff,” Joe paused to think of how he wanted to express his relationship with law enforcement these days, “she’s not real thrilled with me poking around crime scenes. Best if I get gone.”

      The silk-shrouded body twisted in the faint wind from the open door, drooling arcs of thick blood onto the floor. Joe didn’t reckon there was anything else for him to find here, so he tipped his hat to the pastor and headed for the door. Maybe he could get Trevor to take a look at this stele as well; maybe there was something new that would help him find the killer. Failing that, maybe the killer would get brave and come after the stele as it’d promised. Joe felt more comfortable with his chances in a stand-up fight than he did digging around inside dead bodies for clues. “You can go ahead and call the law now,” Joe said from the doorway. “The sheriff’ll clean all this up.”

      Aaron stared at Joe with watery, hurt eyes. “That’s it?”

      Joe shrugged. He had what he needed from this crime scene, didn’t see much point in sticking around. “Yeah, that’s pretty much it.”

      The young pastor scrubbed his cheeks with the palms of his hands as if trying to warm his face.  He gestured toward the body dangling from the chandelier. “You swore an oath to watch over these people.  Don’t you even want to know who this is?”

      Joe looked away, his own face warming at the boy’s stinging rebuke. He didn’t know how to explain that it didn’t matter. One death was pretty much like any other, and the important part of his job was finding the killer, not mourning the dead. So far, the asshole spider freak murdering folks in his county had offed a piece of trailer trash, somebody’s little girl, and now one of Pitchfork’s dwindling number of rich folks. If Joe took the time to think about these murders, if he let the deaths weigh on his conscience, he’d never solve anything. He wrapped all of these thoughts up into a hard little ball and tossed it at the preacher. “It doesn’t even matter who this is.”

      A sudden fire burnt in the boy’s eyes. Aaron was barely a teenager, but Joe saw something much older, much more dangerous, in his face just then. “All lives matter. This may be just a corpse to you, just an old woman one of your monsters killed, but she mattered. You didn’t even ask why I was here.”

      Joe let out a frustrated side. “Look, kid, I get it—”

      The words that tumbled from the boy’s mouth had the weight of an avalanche behind them. They sounded as if they came from a deep, dark hole in the earth, and Joe knew at once that he had the attention of the Red Oak, one of Pitchfork’s greater powers. “Mary Ranson was one of mine. She and her family’s generosity will be gravely missed by my shepherd and his flock. This is not just some defiled body to be poked and prodded in your quest for vengeance. Her life mattered, and her death matters even more.”

      The Red Oak’s presence fled from Aaron as fast as it had come. A shiver raced up Joe’s spine at the tears of dirt spilling from the young man’s eyes.

      “You’re right,” Joe said, a sudden spike of adrenaline jolting him into motion. The Red Oak’s words tipped a chain of thoughts into motion, and they tumbled through his head like falling dominoes. “It does matter who this was, and the others mattered, too.”

      Because there was something Joe remembered, now. Something he’d seen while reading his father’s old journals. He left the Ranson estate at a run and threw himself into his old pickup. He needed to get back home. He needed to get back to those journals. He needed to find out if he was right, but he prayed that he wasn’t.
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      The meeting with Aaron in the Ranson house had opened Joe’s eyes. He thought these were crimes perpetrated by some monster he needed to catch. But looking at the victims, or more specifically the victims’ families, might put him one step ahead of Itsike. If he was right, he’d at least know who was on the hit list.

      Joe parked the old pickup in front of the house and jumped out before the engine had a chance to die. He stormed up the front steps, threw open the door, and headed for the basement with the front door slamming behind him.

      “Hey!” Stevie called from the kitchen. “What’s wrong?”

      Joe didn’t stop in his rush to the basement but called back over his shoulder, “I’ve got an idea, but I kind of hope I’m wrong.”

      The old journals he’d been flipping through were still scattered across the workbench, open to random pages, their bent and scarred covers overlapping. He adjusted the overhead light and flipped through the handwritten books in search of an item he’d seen the night before.

      The journals were labeled with year and volume, but checking their spines did little to help Joe find what he was looking for. His father wrote things down as they came to him; he hadn’t organized them in any other way. Joe forced himself to slow down, to take one book at a time and flip through it page by page.

      After an hour of searching, he finally found the chart he was looking for. His father had put together a chronological list of families who’d come to Pitchfork, tracing their lines as far back as the early trappers who’d come West in the late 1700s. The list was exhaustive, but Joe wasn’t interested in all the families, just a small number of them.

      The ones his father had marked as the founders of Pitchfork’s earliest town: Ironton.

      There were seven families, all of whom had done quite well for themselves from the moment their town had sprung into being. Despite their early prosperity, things weren’t looking up for those families right now.

      “Find something?” Stevie’s long fingers settled on Joe’s shoulders. Her touch caused him to jump with surprise, but he relaxed as she worked the knots from his muscles. “You ran down here like a cat with its tail on fire.”

      Joe nodded and tapped the open journal. “The old man kept this list of all of the founding fathers of Ironton, which is pretty much the same thing as the founding families of Pitchfork County.”

      “Let me guess,” Stevie offered, “those are the families your spider’s been hunting.”

      “Sure looks that way.” Joe ran his finger down the list of names, stopping at the surname of the first murder victim. “Here’s Jimmy Ginlet. He was the last of his line; the only one left other than him is his granny, and she’s gotta be at the end of her rope, too.”

      Stevie moved to Joe’s side and leaned over to get a better look at the journal. “Kathy Yodlee was the second one, right? Her family’s on the list.”

      “Yeah, and I was over at Mary Ranson’s place this morning. Same spider shit, so I reckon my theory is proving out.” Joe dogeared the journal and pocketed it. “This thing moves fast, so we’re going to have to figure out who we cover first.”

      Stevie frowned at Joe. “Why not get the sheriff involved? You’ve been trying to get on her good side, so why not turn over the names so she can get ahead of this thing?”

      Joe scratched at the scruff on his chin and thought about Stevie’s suggestion. In the end, though, he had to reject it. “I don’t trust her. Not just because she’s such a bitch these days, but because she’s under the Long Man’s thumb, and he’s definitely not playing for my team. If I tell Laralaine, I don’t know what she’s going to do. For all I know, she and the old monster want this shit to go down.”

      “You really think he’s willing to let something else come in and stomp around in his territory?”

      “I don’t know what to think about him anymore.” Joe hated to admit it, but despite the oath he’d sworn as Night Marshal, and the link that had bee forged between him and the Long Man, he’d never felt more distant from the Black Lodge. The Long Man was getting stronger, and he was using that strength to hurt Joe. Like all oaths, the ties that bound them together worked both ways, which meant they couldn’t get away from each other unless both of them forswore their vows or either of them died. But that didn’t mean the Long Man wasn’t going to do everything he could to limit the help he had to give to Joe. “To get rid of me, he might do just about anything.”

      Stevie blew out a sigh. “All right, so that leaves just us. I might really get some help from the Conclave, but the last time they worked with me most of them ended up beat to hell. Not all of them are going to be up for another challenge. How many families haven’t lost someone to this asshole?”

      Joe didn’t have to look at the book; the list of families was burnt into his head. “Woodhawks.”

      “Al can go there,” Stevie suggested. “He’s good friends with Trevor, so he shouldn’t have any trouble with that.”

      Joe nodded. “That’ll work. Wish I’d figured this out the last time I was at their place. Then we’ll have to deal with the Hackthorn family.”

      Stevie snorted. “There isn’t a Hackthorn family. All that’s left of them is Mildred. I’ll take Elsa out to her place and keep and eye on her.”

      “That just leaves two more families. And, honestly, one of them can go fuck themselves. Goddamned Blackbriars.”

      “Leave them for last. I don’t like the idea of hanging anyone out to dry, but they haven’t exactly earned a rescue from the cavalry.”

      “Here’s hoping the spiders get to them before I do.” Joe didn’t trust any of the Blackbriars, and the idea of rescuing them from a problem that they most likely had a hand in creating made his stomach hurt. “That just leaves the Ehrmans.”

      “Zeke?” Stevie seemed as surprised by that as Joe had been.

      “Yep. Wanna bet he’s sitting on some kind of ancestral loot?”

      Stevie shook her head. “No bets from me. It’d be just like him to live like a junkyard rat and be rich as hell.”

      “You know this plan splits us all up, right? If we have to sit on people waiting for the spiders to come, were going to be awfully goddamn vulnerable.”

      “So we don’t sit on them at their houses. Bring ’em here.”

      “That might work,” Joe said, thinking about it. “But that means I’m going have to convince Zeke to come down out of the hills, and he’s going to hate the hell out of that.”

      “You’ll just have to sweet-talk him,” Stevie snickered. “Tell him I’ll bake him a pie or some shit. Just get him down here before something else goes wrong. He’s still bitching about that arm, and if he loses the other one, he’s never going to shut up.”

      “In all fairness, losing an arm is kind of the shits.” Joe tried to think of a way to get Zeke to come in for his own safety. The old man was stubborn as hell and wasn’t going to be much fun. But he liked the idea of the last family coming into his house even less. “You sure about bringing the Blackbriars in?”

      Stevie leaned back and brushed the hair away from her forehead. The Blackbriars had nearly killed her husband, and damn near wiped out half the county in the process. But despite their crimes, they were Pitchfork’s people, and that made them her people, too. “I don’t like it, but I’m sure about it. We’ll just have to keep an eye on them and make sure they know we aren’t fucking around. If they push it, then out they go into the cold. Maybe they’ll come to their senses after the spider eats one or two of them.”

      “All right, we need to get moving on this. Let’s round ’em up, and bring ’em in. The longer they’re out there, the more likely it is the spider beats us to them.”

      “What do you think this is all about?”

      Joe thought about it for a moment then said, “Old mistakes that we’re going to have to make right. Same as always.”

      He followed Stevie out of the basement, wondering if they were going to be fast enough. Wondering if they were going to be able to stop this before it was was far too late.
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      Stevie steered the Rambler down the rutted lane leading to Mildred’s isolated home. She was embarrassed to realize she’d never visited the older witch’s home and was shocked by just how far out in the weeds Mildred lived. It was a wonder anyone ever saw the ancient witch, considering it took Stevie most of two hours to get to the place and Mildred didn’t have a car as far as anyone knew.

      Elsa piped up from the seat next to her mother, giggling as she said, “Maybe she gets around on her broom.”

      Stevie ruffled her daughter’s hair, “Now you’re just being silly. Witches don’t have brooms.”

      Though she tried to keep her tone light, Stevie was more than a little concerned about the way her daughter picked thoughts out of her head. She was going to have to keep an eye on that because Elsa was a bit young to handle that kind of power.

      “No, I’m not,” Elsa groused. She changed the subject by pointing at the trees lining the gravel driveway ahead of them. “What’s wrong with those trees?”

      Something clung to the tree limbs, forming bulging sacks that drooped between the leaves. They squirmed as if with a life of their own, and Stevie grimaced. “Looks like bagworms,” she said. “Mildred should’ve been keeping these away with her witchcraft.”

      But that didn’t sit right with Stevie. There wouldn’t be any bagworms with snow still on the ground. As they drove on, she could see the deformities were enormous webs woven through the tree limbs to capture birds as they swooped in to pluck off bits of old fruit and the frozen carcasses of bugs that still clung to the trees. The apple trees were weighed down with the bodies of crows and starlings, all of which were dead or dying. Those still living flapped their wings in a vain attempt to escape but accomplished nothing more than wrapping themselves tighter and tighter in the sticky silk.

      Elsa whispered, “Spiders.”

      Stevie stomped on the gas and wrestled with the Rambler’s wheel to keep the car from fishtailing on the gravel. She was too late; the spiders were already here. She cursed herself for being too slow to save Mildred.

      By the time the house was in sight, the spiderwebs completely blocked the Rambler’s path. They crisscrossed between the trees, strung so tightly they pulled their tops toward one another, forming a grisly silken arch laden with the corpses and skeletons of dead birds.

      With a cry of disgust, Stevie rolled down the window and shoved her arm outside. She spat an ancient word of command and forked her fingers at the webs ahead of her.

      The air shook with blistering power, and a churning wall of scorching wind rolled down the driveway toward the house. The webs flared orange as the heat devoured the silk and all it contained. Unseen fire elementals cleared a path to the house with frightening efficiency.

      Stevie rolled up the window and eased the Rambler forward, turning on the windshield wipers to drive away the fine ash falling around her.

      Elsa bounced in the seat next to her mother, eyes bright with excitement. “Can you teach me that?”

      Stevie parked in front of Mildred’s home and threw the Rambler’s door open. “When you’re older,” she said.

      She tried not to think about whether or not the promise was true because she wasn’t sure that Elsa would ever be able to handle witchcraft. The girl’s powers had gone in a different direction, and Stevie hadn’t really had a chance to think about what that meant. She didn’t have time to think about it now, either. She was too focused on finding out whether or not Mildred was still alive.

      Stevie stomped toward the house, guiding the fire elementals ahead of her to keep the path clear. Though they whined and struggled against the bonds she had wrapped around them, the fiery spirits did as they were told. She tried not to look down at the countless sparks and popping flares of fire that marked the locations were spiders were burnt to a crisp. The sounds were bad enough; she didn’t know if she could hold her nerve if she could see just how many spiders were surrounding them. Stevie wasn’t afraid of very many things, but arachnids of all types topped the list of critters she did not enjoy being around. By the time they reached the front door, the air was full of pungent smoke that marked the passing of countless eight-legged pests.

      “That’s a lot of spiders,” Elsa grumbled. She shared her mother’s disdain for this particular type of creepy crawly.

      Mildred’s front door was scorched black by the overzealous fire elementals, but there were no webs to block Stevie’s way. The door swung open at Stevie’s touch to reveal a cramped entryway. Mildred, unlike most of the Conclave, relished her wicked old witch image. Ancient cobwebs clung to the shadowed corners of the entryway and drooped from the ceiling like a canopy. Stevie could feel a thrum of power emanating from those webs and wondered just how many defensive spells Mildred had scattered around her home. She took Elsa’s hand. “You need to stick close to me in here, okay?”

      Elsa nodded and squeezed her mother’s fingers. “Because of the bad ghosts?”

      Stevie ignored that, knowing that questioning Elsa about the “bad ghosts” would lead her down a rabbit hole she did not have time to explore. Later, she’d get to the bottom of these bad ghosts and find out if Mildred was dabbling in arenas best left alone. While the old witch had seemed to accept Stevie’s reclamation of her title as Bog Witch and head of the Conclave, it was always possible the elder was practicing some Left-Hand Path magic out here on her own.

      “Mildred,” Stevie called into the dark, quiet house, “are you home?”

      It was a stupid question, but Stevie felt she had to ask. Like most witches, Mildred was intimately connected to her home. If she were here, Stevie would not have had to call out for her. Mildred would met her at the door. The fact that she hadn’t shown up to welcome her guests worried Stevie.

      Stevie and Elsa threaded their way through the house. The small sitting room was empty, though there was a cold mug of tea on the edge of the coffee table. Stevie snapped her fingers to call up an orb of witch light and used its silver glow to examine her surroundings more closely. She spied a thin layer of pale dust on the surface of the tea. It looked like Mildred hadn’t been home for a couple of days.

      The kitchen was empty as well, and the burners were cold. A small plat with crumbs and a cracked scab of mayonnaise on its corner was in the bottom of the sink, but there were no other signs of life.

      A chill in the air intensified the longer Stevie stayed in the house. Something was in the house with them; she was almost sure of it.

      The rest of the ground floor was as empty and dead as the rooms she’d already seen. That left the basement and the upstairs, and Stevie didn’t think she was quite ready to go prowling around Mildred’s basement. She and Elsa climbed up the rickety spiral staircase at the back of the house, wincing as their every step drew protesting creaks and squeals from the old wood. If there were something upstairs and it didn’t know they were there before, it certainly did now.

      The upper floor of Mildred’s home had a single long hallway running north to south, with a door in each of its walls. Stevie moved toward the closer door on the east side. She paused before it to see if her sorcerous senses picked up any booby traps, but found only the residue of ancient spells long since discharged.

      The heavy door opened easily, though its hinges screeched from lack of oil, to reveal an elaborate workshop. Unlike the exterior of the house, this room was in excellent condition, and Mildred kept it very orderly. Stevie could see the entire length of the room by glancing left and then right and saw nothing amiss. “Let’s see what’s behind door number two,” she muttered.

      She closed the workshop’s door and crossed the hall to the bedroom. Elsa jerked on her hand and whispered, “Don’t go in there.”

      The words froze Stevie in her tracks. She held her breath and listened, trying to catch any hint of danger. A faint gurgling noise leaked out from behind the door, setting Stevie’s nerves on edge. “Ready or not,” she whispered and pried a witch bullet from her necklace.

      She threw open the door and darted inside and to the right. A deformed man crouched over Mildred glared over his shoulder at Stevie as she came into the bedroom. He snarled at Stevie and hugged Mildred close to the pendulous sack of his belly.

      Stevie launched the witch bullet with a cry of rage and disgust. The bead of black cat’s fur and beeswax streaked across the room and plowed into the man’s shoulder. It burst into silver flames that sizzled and spat as they cooked the intruder’s skin and fat.

      Mildred groaned as the man looped a silken strand tight around her ribs. Blood drooled from the corner of her mouth.

      Stevie roared and launched another witch bullet, but the man was ready for her this time. He leapt back, dragging Mildred with him. He landed in the far corner of the room, high up near the ceiling.

      Elsa howled, and a torrent of angry spirits washed across the bedroom toward the intruder. Deep gashes appeared on the deformed man’s face and arms, drawing enraged howls from him.

      “You have no right,” he gasped through the pain. “She has forsaken her duties to the goddess. What was given must be taken.”

      Stevie didn’t waste words on the creature. She launched another witch bullet, and another. The tiny spheres of silver fire plowed into the creature, and it fell from the ceiling with a shriek.

      From the floor on the far side of the bed, Mildred let out a wet, bubbling scream. Pain stabbed through Stevie’s chest as she felt her connection to Mildred through the Conclave rupture. She fell to one knee, and Elsa was at her side in the same moment.

      “Mama!” Elsa cried and threw her arms around Stevie’s neck.

      The Bog Witch of Pitchfork County tried to get back to her feet. She needed to finish this. She needed to tell her daughter that she was okay, that everything was fine.

      But it wasn’t. Her strength was leaking out of her like blood from a torn artery. She fumbled at her necklace for another witch bullet, but her fingers were numb and clumsy.

      “Such is the fate of all who oppose Itsike,” the monster crowed. “She has returned to reclaim her rightful due.”

      Stevie felt Elsa’s arms disappear from around her neck. A pulse of power throbbed in the room as the little girl screamed her rage. “Get out!”

      Glass shattered, and Stevie looked up in time to catch the man hurtling through the bedroom window, blood streaming from countless wounds as Elsa’s ghosts hounded him from Mildred’s home.

      The sheets on Mildred’s bed rippled. With dawning horror, Stevie realized they weren’t sheets at all, but layers of fresh webs. Fat spiders the size of a man’s fist emerged from the webs, dragging thick bundles of silk behind them. The egg sacs twitched and swelled, growing visibly as Stevie watched in horror.

      The first of them burst with a liquid pop and ejected an enormous spider. The newborn creature spread its legs wide, flinging sticky fluids in all directions. It hit the carpet in front of Stevie with a wet plop then charged directly at her.

      The spider’s body was monstrous in size, as thick and long as Stevie’s forearm. Inch-long fangs drooled venom as it rushed to attack on clicking legs. Stevie froze at the sight of the thing, her rational mind overcome by primal fear. She knew she should act, but she was paralyzed with terror and pain from Mildred’s loss.

      There were more pops, and more spiders rushed to the attack. Stevie tried not to think about the spiders, about the venom pumping from their fangs. It was all just trash that needed to be burnt, a task she could handle with her eyes closed. So she closed them.

      Stevie called for the spirits of fire once more, promising them a short and simple task. She flared her hands in front of her, and the elementals rushed to destroy the spiders in the room. The effort was far more than she expected, though, and her vision blurred and turned dark at the edges. She had to leave the house before she passed out and burnt along with the spiders.

      Stevie grabbed her daughter’s hand and lurched to her feet. The air in the bedroom was already growing too hot for comfort, and smoke was clawing at her throat. By the time she stumbled into the hallway, Stevie was on the verge of collapse.

      Elsa helped her down the stairs, supporting her with surprising strength. They emerged from the house, and the jolt of clean, winter air helped renew Stevie’s flagging strength.

      By the time they reached the Rambler, the house was ablaze. Flames leapt from the top-floor windows, and smoke leaked from beneath the shingles. Stevie watched it burn, grieving that she hadn’t been able to give Mildred the proper burial she deserved. Seeing a witch burn, even a dead witch, stirred up old resentments and memories of horrors past. Stevie knew she’d see these moments in her nightmares for years to come.
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      Zeke glared at Joe, his bushy white eyebrows beetled together. “I ain’t leaving. Get on outta here now if that’s what ya came for.”

      “Do you think you can stop being stubborn for, I don’t know, five minutes?” Joe’d been stuck at Zeke’s house for most of an hour. He was trying to explain to the old man the importance of getting the hell out of there before the spider freak showed up, but Zeke wasn’t hearing him.

      “Last time I went off with ya, look what happened.” Zeke pointed at the stump of his left arm and wiggled it in the air for agitated emphasis. “If I go with ya this time, what am I gonna lose? My leg?”

      Joe struggled to keep his anger in check. He was attempting to save the old man, and all he was getting for his trouble was grief. “Are you still crying about that arm? I get that it sucks that you’ve only got the one hand to jerk off with now, but give it a rest. If you don’t get out of here, you’re going to have a lot more to worry about than a missing arm.”

      Zeke eyeballed the Night Marshal. He puffed on his pipe like a steam engine, blowing gusts of tobacco smoke into Joe’s eyes. “What if yer wrong? What if I leave my house, go down to yer place, and I still get killed?”

      “At least you won’t die alone.” Joe reached out and clasped his hand on the old man’s right shoulder. “Enough dicking around about this. Whatever’s out there, it’s coming for you, and you’re not going to be able to stop it with a dickish attitude and a cup of sassafras tea.”

      Joe’s sincerity soaked through Zeke’s crusty obstinance. The old man’s eyes softened. “How long am I gonna be to be stuck at yer place?”

      “Until we put this bullshit to bed.”

      “And how long is that gonna be?” Zeke sighed through a cloud of smoke. “I need to know what to bring.”

      Joe stabbed his finger at the door to Zeke’s shack. “Get in there, grab your spare pair of crappy overalls, get your toothbrush if you’ve got one, and let’s go.”

      Zeke grumbled but did as he was told. Joe followed the old man into his house, flopped down in the guest chair, and stared at the ceiling. While the old man was a pain in the ass, Joe could see the fear leaking from Zeke’s eyes. He was going to have to pry a little bit, but he knew the yarb doctor had a hell of a lot more to tell him than he was letting on.

      Joe waited until he had Zeke secure in the pickup before he started questioning him in earnest. “Were you ever going to tell me what’s going on?”

      The old man chewed his mustache and fidgeted in his seat. “I don’t rightly know it’s any of yer goddamned business.”

      Fuming in silence, Joe tried to wrap his head around Zeke’s attitude. For as long as he’d known the old man, Zeke had been a pain in the ass, but Joe never figured him for someone who would hold out information. If you knew the right questions, Zeke would give the right answers. This bullshit evasion was enough to drive Joe up the wall. After a few minutes of silence, he said, “I’ve got some dead people that probably disagree with you about whether or not it’s my business.”

      Zeke stared out the window. “None of ’em people,” he paused to swallow hard, then tried again. “All this happened, I mean, it started, back before I was born. Shit, I didn’t even think I was gonna have to worry about this.”

      “Just get to the point. I’m not sure if I told you this or not, but people are dying. I’d like to keep that from happening again.”

      “Ya think this is easy?” Zeke fidgeted with his pipe but didn’t light it. He clamped the stem between his teeth and pushed his words out around it. “Ya sure ya told me the right names?”

      “Yes, Zeke. They’re all from the founding families of Ironton. Their people were some of the first settlers in this region.” Joe hazarded a glance at Zeke. He could tell his words were hitting home.

      “Well, I reckon we’re all well fucked then.” Zeke gnawed on his pipe’s stem. “I suppose it won’t do no harm to tell ya now.”

      Silence stretched between them until Joe thought he was going to have to scream at the old man to get him going again.

      “Ya don’t know how things were back then. Hell, I don’t even know. Not really. But I remember the stories my folks used to tell, back when we’d all gather around the hearth and pray for spring to come.” Zeke paused again, his eyes misty.

      “This was before the Night Marshals, back when people were first starting to settle out this way.”

      Joe settled back in his seat and returned his eyes to the road, relaxing now that Zeke seem to be on a roll. The old man’s words were soft and slow, but as long as he kept talking Joe wasn’t going to interrupt him.

      “The first settlers didn’t know a damned thing. This whole area, or at least most of it, was just a big ol’ empty patch of land. Weren’t hardly even any natives, which should’ve told anyone with a lick of sense to move on. But people were tired of tryin’ to find a patch to call home, and this look like as good a place as any to settle down.”

      Zeke stared out the windshield at the road ahead, but he saw something else. Joe knew the old man was sliding back through the years, becoming a little boy again, sitting in front of the fire, listening to tales of days gone by.

      “It weren’t long, not long at all, before people figured out they’d made a mistake.” Zeke turned his head in Joe’s direction. “All the shit ya seen, all the shit ya done, ain’t nothing compared to what I heard it was like back then. Skinwalkers, straight-up demons, Left-Hand Path cults older’n ya can imagine, and plenty more were all over the place. People were scared. They were stuck here, in the middle of winter, with all kinds of evil shit closing in. The wolves were at the door, and ’em sorry bastards were out of options.”

      Joe had a sinking feeling he knew where the story was going. When you started explaining how fucked up things were, and how people didn’t have a choice, that usually led to dumb motherfuckers making epically poor decisions. But he didn’t interrupt, and he kept his thoughts to himself.

      “Those people, trapped and alone and scared, they prayed their hearts out. They prayed for someone to come along and save ’em for the monsters creeping up on ’em. And somethin’ answered them prayers.”

      Joe ground his teeth in frustration. He’d heard this story, or some variation of it, more times than he could count. It was always the same when people got too scared to save themselves. They’d squall to the powers that be, and sometimes what answered was a whole lot worse than their original problem. “They cut a deal?”

      Zeke frowned at Joe’s phrasing, but he couldn’t dispute the facts. “Yeah, they made a deal.”

      In the dim green light from the dashboard, Zeke’s face was pale and sickly. Joe could see the guilt and sorrow etched into the old man’s wrinkled skin. Zeke didn’t say anything for a few moments, just chewed at his mustache, then he dove back into the story.

      “The folks I heard the story from, they didn’t know what they were dealing with. I poked at the tale, tried to figure it out myself for years. Don’t think I ever got the whole thing, but near as I can tell, what answered their prayers was some sort of spider god.”

      Joe struggled to keep his features still. There wasn’t any sense in judging those people, all of whom had been dead for at least a couple hundred years, but he couldn’t hold back a growing sense of bitterness toward Zeke. They weren’t exactly fast friends, but Joe had thought he’d earned the yarb doctor’s respect. That the old man had been holding out this kind of story made Joe wonder if he knew him at all.

      “I see what yer thinking,” Zeke said, “but I didn’t know if any of this shit was true. We’ve had our troubles, but I’d never seen any sign that one of the long-dead gods was stirring around here. If I’d thought—”

      “I don’t even know how you can say that.” Joe said. “You don’t think all the shit that’s been going on for the past few months might’ve been a sign that your little legend was something more?”

      “Maybe I didn’t want to believe.” Zeke turned his face away and went back to staring out the window. “Maybe I was too scared to believe.”

      “You should’ve told me. Maybe there was some way I could have headed this off. Maybe if I knew what I was actually dealing with, maybe I could do my goddamned job.”

      “Let me tell the rest of it,” Zeke said, his voice low, “then ya can yell at me all night if it’ll make you feel better.”

      “Whatever it was, whatever answered those settler’s prayers, seemed reasonable. It’d protect ’em from the monsters that prowled their land, and they’d honor it in the ways it preferred.”

      “So, what? They’d kill a few goats here and there, maybe burn a cow?” A fist of ice closed around Joe’s heart. “Oh, I get it. It was something a little more than that? Some firstborn son action, maybe a virgin tossed on the pyre every seventh year?”

      “There weren’t any set rituals. When it wanted something, it’d ask for it. Those settlers weren’t in any mood to trifle with their new patron. They knew horrors waited for ’em outside their campfires, plenty of bad things howling outside their doors, so they did what she asked. They survived.”

      Zeke cracked his window and lit his pipe. He didn’t look at Joe for permission, and Joe didn’t think it was a good idea to tell the old man to put it out. Zeke clung to the clay bowl, sucking on the tobacco until smoke leaked from his nostrils and was pulled out the window. It took Zeke a while to build up his nerve to continue the story. “I ain’t gonna pretend that they didn’t do no wrong. But I ain’t gonna condemn them for what they done, neither. It was a different time, and the world was a harder place. The people who founded Pitchfork, they swore oaths that kept them alive, oaths that led them down dark paths.”

      “But that was a long time ago, and the world has moved on. I couldn’t even tell ya the last time the long-dead god they swore to asked for anything.” Zeke sucked in more smoke, held it, then let his words slip between his lips along with the cloud. “People forgot and tried to pretend the bad old things never happened.”

      “I reckon maybe that was a bad choice,” Joe said. “Because I can tell you the last time your piece of shit god did something. It did something two days ago, it did something yesterday, and it did something today. And I’m pretty goddamn sure it’s going to do something tonight if I don’t put a stop to it.”

      “You ain’t got no right to get all high and mighty with me, Joe.” Zeke jabbed at the air with the stem of his pipe. “Ya stop to think maybe the reason no one had the balls to tell ya this little story is because they was afraid of what ya might do to them? Ya think I kept this secret because I didn’t want to tell ya? Yer only hearin’ it now because yer the lesser of two evils that might kill me. And that’s the first time that’s ever been true.”

      That bit of truth caught Joe off guard and sucked the wind out of his sails. He’d never thought Zeke was afraid of anything, much less him. Did they all think Joe was some kind of inflexible tyrant that shot first and asked questions never? “You really think that’s the kind of man I am?”

      Zeke sighed and drew on his pipe. “It ain’t just your temper, Joe. Ya ain’t ever gonna look at me the same way now that ya know. In the back of yer head, there’ll always be a little spark of suspicion any time somethin’ happens around me. And it’s the hypocrisy of it all. That thing ya swore to, that old bastard up on the hill…is that’s so different from what my ancestors did?”

      Joe felt the weight of his badge against his chest. Zeke had a point, one that was the reason Joe hardly ever wore his badge in the open these days. He kept it in his shirt pocket, and only pulled it out when he needed to call on the power of his office, or when he wanted to put a little fear into someone. Because the Long Man wasn’t quite what Joe had always believed, and while he’d helped the Night Marshal in the past, it’d become very clear that the old fucker had some plans of his own. Plans that didn’t bode well for Pitchfork, or people in general. “Fine. I’m not going to point any fingers. But what are we supposed to do about this?”

      “I ain’t got all the answers,” he grumbled. “I reckon our old god’s come back to claim what it thinks we owe. But we wasn’t the only ones to swear an oath—the god had to swear to keep its part of the bargain. My guess is that bond gets passed down to the last member of each family’s line.”

      “So how do we stop it?”

      “If we could break the oath, then it ain’t got any leverage. It won’t be able to take back what it gave, then. Of course, we ain’t gonna be able to hold onto it, either.” Zeke turned back to the window. “Ya know that’s gonna change things around here. Lotta this county was built on bits and pieces of power from that god. We yank the rug out, shit’s liable to fall apart somewhere down the line.”

      Joe didn’t have the patience for a history lesson. Somehow, he and his father before him had both missed the secret cult living right under their nose for the past however long it had been. Joe felt stupid. Worse, he was pissed at himself for keeping people so scared they wouldn’t even talk to him about this shit. “We’ll have to worry about that somewhere down the line. Right now, I’d like to keep the rest of the people on its hit list alive and make sure it doesn’t set itself up as the queen of Pitchfork. How do we break the oaths?”

      “Killing us would do it, but I ain’t too fond of that solution. It might not even work, really. Might just give our power back to the spider goddess, and no one wants that.” Zeke tamped out his pipe with the calloused ball of his thumb and gave a one-armed shrug. “Maybe there’s other ways, but I don’t know ’em. Compacts between men and their supernatural patrons ain’t my specialty.”

      Joe let his mind chew on the old man’s words as he drove on in silence. A few miles down the road, he thought he might know how to stop Itsike. The problem was, the solution might make a bigger mess than the one already on his plate.
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      Stevie didn’t waste any time watching Mildred’s home burn. The elementals she’d bound to the task would reduce the house to ashes, but there wouldn’t be a single blade of grass scorched beyond its foundations.

      Which was good because Stevie didn’t think she had the strength to put out any fire larger than what you’d find on the head of a match. Mildred’s death had broken the Conclave, and Stevie’s power was leaking out of it. She still had some of the old spark left, but she didn’t know how long it would last. “Let’s roll, little bit,” she said to Elsa and stomped on the Rambler’s gas pedal.

      She took her mind off her own problems by worrying about her son. They’d sent Al to the Woodhawks’ place, which might have been the same as sending him into an ambush. She needed to catch up to her boy and help him if he was in danger.

      Next to her on the Rambler’s wide seat, Elsa whooped and raised her hands over her head like she was riding a roller coaster. The old car rocketed through the countryside, catching air as it flew from the tops of hilly two-lane roads and squealing as Stevie forced it around sharp corners.

      She made it to the Woodhawks’ house in record time and brought the Rambler to a screaming halt with both of the passenger side wheels on the front lawn. Stevie’s heart sank when she saw the front door hanging cockeyed on its hinges, the frame splintered around it. As she and Elsa raced up to the house, she could see spider webs clotting the windows and dripping from the eaves. A ragged fringe of silk framed the door, too, but Al must’ve clawed through the webs that had blocked his way.

      She didn’t want to bring Elsa inside, but she also couldn’t leave her out on the lawn. As weak as she was, Stevie couldn’t afford to split her attention between her son and daughter being in danger.

      “I’ll stay close, Mama!” Elsa shouted, keeping pace with her running mother. “I got some tricks of my own.”

      As they crossed the threshold, Stevie could hear shouts and shrill, inhuman screeches coming from deeper inside the house. The guttural roar of a shotgun split the air, followed by a bestial howl that filled Stevie with primal fear. For a split second, all she wanted to do was grab her baby and run out of the house before whatever made that noise could get to her.

      But only for a second because she recognized it as Al’s roar. Her son was going to war, and her place was beside him.

      Stevie suddenly found herself faced with a spider roughly the size of a pit bull. Its legs spanned the hallway while its thick torso bobbed up and down and yellow venom oozed from its fangs. It regarded her with eight inscrutable black eyes, their facets glinting with an evil intelligence. The enormous arachnid didn’t leap to the attack but repositioned itself in response to Stevie’s motions, preventing her from moving forward.

      Stevie didn’t have time to work up a complicated spell or call on any elementals. She reached deep for what strength she had left and spat a curse through forked fingers. Black tears leaked from her eyes, and shadows clung to her like a tattered cloak as the hex lashed out at her enemy.

      Wisps of black mist wrapped around the screaming spider’s joints. One by one, its legs popped free from its body. The wounded creature flailed its legs and painted the entryway with streamers of gruesome green ichor.

      Stevie raised her fist in victory, but she knew something was wrong. She was weaker than she’d thought and had to lean against the wall to keep from pitching over onto her face. Until Stevie could select a new member of the Conclave, her powers were dangerously diminished. While she could restore her strength in time, the longer it took for them to choose a new member of the Conclave, the longer it would take for her to recover. Their adversary had outmaneuvered them again, crippling her when she needed her strength the most. In a rage, she drove the toe of her cowboy boot through the hobbled spider’s face, splattering what passed for its brains down the hall. She grabbed Elsa by the hand and swung the girl over the spider’s carcass as she advanced toward the fight. “This motherfucker is gonna pay,” she growled.

      She found her son in the Woodhawks’ living room, surrounded on all sides by leaping spiders at least as large as the one she’d killed. He was wreathed in strands of silk, but he slashed his way free of the webs almost as fast as the spiders could spin them. Almost.

      Stevie realized that Elsa was whispering, her head cocked to one side as she spoke with something Stevie could not see. A watery blue light leaked from Elsa’s eyes, casting flat shadows across the room. “Help’s comin’,” she said in a multitude of voices.

      As the air rippled with unseen forces, Nancy Woodhawk popped up from behind the couch and unleashed a shotgun blast into one of the spiders as it lunged toward Al’s left side. The freakish arachnid exploded, its body turned inside out and its legs severed by the cone of searing buckshot.

      Before its body could hit the floor, a blurred form snatched it from the air and devoured it. More spirits lashed out at the spiders, catching them in invisible claws and devouring them with bestial glee. The spirits chewed into the spiders, ripping out great chunks of their carapaces and sending segments of their chitinous legs spiraling across the room.

      But even as Elsa’s surprise attack against the spiders diminished their numbers, reinforcements poured through the living room’s windows. “Al!” Stevie shouted in warning. She tried to work up another hex, but she was too weak to cast more than a handful of onyx sparks at their enemies.

      Al staggered as three spiders hit him at once. One smashed into the backs of his thighs while a second plowed into his ribs just under his left arm. The third collided with the back of his neck, and their combined impacts nearly pitched him to the ground.

      With a defiant roar, he speared his claws into the second spider, ripping it away from his side. But his follow-up attacks against the other spiders caught only air. Blood ran from the injury, slowing Al and sapping his strength.

      Stevie knew she had to end this, and she had to end it soon, no matter what it cost. “Stand back, little bit,” she warned Elsa and threw herself into the attack.

      Streamers of black energy burst from Stevie’s hands and lashed out at the arachnids like a swarm of striking copperheads. She could feel the strength leaking from her every second she maintained the attack, but Stevie would not let up until the spiders were gone and her family was safe. She sagged, nearly falling to her knees, but pressed the attack until the last of the spiders splattered against the walls.

      When the final ruptured carapace clattered to the floor, Stevie fell along with it. She landed on her hands and knees, head hung low, long hair falling around her face like a golden veil. She drew in a deep, shuddering breath and groaned. Every inch of her body ached; her muscles felt like they’d been wrung out like used bath cloths. Worse, there was something wrong inside of her. The source of her power felt raw and bloody, like the gaping socket of an extracted tooth.

      She smelled fresh meat and felt strong hands helping her back to her feet. She leaned against Al, who eased her back onto the Woodhawks’ couch.

      “Al ain’t got no clothes on,” Elsa said, choking on her giggles.

      Stevie laughed, a weak and anemic sound that still managed to raise her spirits. “It’s not polite to point out when other people are naked,” Stevie admonished. “Al can’t help that he spends most of his time running around with dogs. I think he’s plumb forgotten how to wear clothes.”

      Al grumbled and snatched a comforter off the back of the couch. “You people are hilarious.”

      Nancy stood up from behind the couch, shotgun resting across her shoulders. “If y’all are done farting around, maybe one of you could get a look at my sister?”

      “Oh, shit,” Stevie said and struggled to her feet. “I’m sorry, Nancy, I didn’t know anyone was hurt.”

      “She was hurt before you got here. Those fucking spiders almost got us. If Al hadn’t showed up when he did...” Nancy reached out to help Stevie around the couch, her brow furrowed when she realized how weak the witch was. “You look like hell, Stevie.”

      Stevie didn’t have the energy for a witty comeback for Nancy. She sank to the floor next to Liz and reached out to grasp the injured woman’s wrist. There was a pulse, but it was weak and erratic. A pair of punctures in Liz’s shoulder had stained her shirt red. “I’m going to try, Nancy, but I don’t know what kind of venom these things are packing. Cross your fingers, and pray.”

      Stevie didn’t wait for Nancy to respond. She clamped her left hand over Liz’s wounds and bent her concentration to the task of healing the injured woman. A year ago, she could’ve snapped her fingers and rid Liz of even the deadliest poison. But since taking up her dead mother’s mantle as the Bog Witch of Pitchfork County, Stevie was far more skilled at destroying things than she was at curing the wounded. With Mildred dead and the Conclave ruptured, even those talents were quickly fading.

      She couldn’t give up, though. Not just because she’d known Liz for most of her life, but because letting her die might give the adversary too much of an edge. Stevie didn’t know for certain, but she had a sneaking suspicion that each of the deaths increased its strength. She thought they might still have a chance to beat it, but it was a near thing. One more founding family member dead might tilt the odds too far into her enemy’s favor.

      The poison was malignant, an almost sentient force that fought against Stevie and her attempts to purge it from Liz’s body. She could feel her strength fading, flowing into Liz to battle with the poison. It was like a draining her own blood into a bottomless well, and she struggled to hang on as the fight for life raged on. She could taste the poison, a bitter, metallic burn at the back of her throat, and worried that her empathic link to the dying woman might kill them both.

      Stevie ground her teeth and pushed back against the venom until she could feel it burning away under the heat of her power. Its sulfurous stink filled her nostrils and snapped her back to attention. She’d almost been out of it, almost collapsed under the strain of purging the venom, but victory was within her grasp. She just needed a few more seconds, just a few moments more, and the dire poison would be gone.

      Al shouted a wordless warning, and Stevie felt something huge slam into the living room’s floor. She fell over her patient, instinctively covering the wounded woman with her own body. She struggled to maintain her concentration, forcing herself to ignore her son’s enraged shouts, to finish healing Liz. She hated herself for it, but she didn’t have a choice. She was too far committed to healing the fallen woman to pull back now. If she tried to protect Al, all three of them were going to end up dead.

      Al screamed in pain, and Stevie cried along with him. She screamed her rage at the poison that would not die, she screamed at her own weakness, and she screamed at the cruel fate that had ripped Mildred away and wounded the Conclave so deeply. And in that scream, she found a well of strength. A fountain of rage bubbled up inside her, and she used it to push back against the venom.

      Something hot and wet and sticky gushed against Stevie’s palm, filling the air with the scent of rot. Liz sucked in a whooping breath and bucked up against Stevie’s hand, knocking the witch off balance. Stevie groaned and tried to get back to her feet, but she was spent. Her arms and legs were as limp as wet noodles, and her head buzzed with the beginning strobes of a migraine. She heard Al shout again, and something crashed into the wall with enough force to shake the whole house. A shotgun roared, and an inhuman wail stabbed at Stevie’s ears.

      She crawled to the arm of the couch, shivering with a bone-deep cold, and managed to lever herself up to her knees. She almost wished she hadn’t.

      The monstrosity from Mildred’s house had arrived. Her son was still faster than the spider-beast, but his strength was fading as the blood from his chest wound kept leaking away. He threw quick, sharp punches into the spider freak’s face, but Stevie knew if he didn’t loose the Beast soon, the thing was going to get the better of him.

      Al got in a lucky kick that shoved the spider-beast back, and Nancy took advantage of the distance to unload the shotgun’s remaining barrel into it. The buckshot sizzled as it burrowed into the thing’s flesh, but the wound didn’t seem mortal. Blood dribbled from a dozen holes, but the spider-beast didn’t seem to care. It reared up on four of its legs and lashed out at Al with the other four. He managed to avoid two of the legs, but the second pair scored deep slashes across his shoulders. Blood splashed out of his wounds and soaked into the carpet at Elsa’s feet.

      Elsa’s mouth hung slack, and blue light poured from it and both of her eyes. A multi-voiced drone throbbed from somewhere deep within her throat, and Stevie could feel the hairs begin to rise on the back of her neck. Spirits were answering Elsa’s call, and as they swarmed into the room, their presence drove the temperature toward freezing.

      Stevie watched in awe as the air shimmered with a host of enraged ghosts. She could feel their presence like a weight pressing against her, and their hunger was like a cold wind against her face. They shrieked and flung themselves at the spider-beast, latching onto it like lampreys onto a shark’s belly. They swelled with stolen power, drinking deeply of the spider’s strength, slowing it and weakening it with each passing second.

      The monstrous creature fell back, slashing at its own body with the tips of its claws as it tried to free itself from the ghostly embrace. Its attacks shredded some of the spirits, but others took their place. Another terrifying scream erupted from the spider-beast’s hideous mouth. It dove through a window, leaving behind scraps of flesh and shards of chitin is it forced itself through the narrow opening. Its scream faded as it disappeared from sight, and by the time Stevie could get to the window, the thing was gone. She slumped against the cracked wall and let out a shuddering sigh.

      They’d survived, but only just. Al’s body was crisscrossed with new wounds that wept red tears, staining his body with crimson trails. Elsa sat shivering on the floor, the blue glow gone from her eyes and mouth. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, and Stevie knew the girl had pushed herself to the limit. If they were attacked again, Stevie didn’t know how they would defend themselves.

      Suddenly, the idea of bringing the founding families under her roof to protect them seemed like the height of bravado. Stevie pushed the thought away, knowing she couldn’t let the others see her doubts. It was going to be hard enough to carry this off if they thought she knew what she was doing. It would be impossible if she couldn’t believe in the strength of her family to see this through.

      Nancy stared openly at Stevie. “You wanna tell me what the fuck that was?”

      “Grab a bag, take whatever you need for a couple nights.” Stevie nodded toward Liz and Trevor, who were standing wide eyed in the corner of the living room. “Both of you, too. We have to get out of here.”

      “I hope to hell you got some kind of plan to deal with this shit,” Nancy said as she brushed past Stevie on her way to get a bag.

      “Of course I’ve got a plan,” Stevie grumbled.

      She just didn’t know if it was one that was going to save them or not.
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      “That’s really all you’ve got for me? You won’t spring some other stupid shit on me tomorrow morning?” Joe knew that even revealing as little as he had cost Zeke dearly, damaging both his pride and his sense of duty. Small-town secrets were held close to the chest, especially those that tainted family histories. Still, if he wanted to keep Zeke and the rest of the descendants of the founding families alive, Joe needed to know even more.

      The old man shrugged and sucked on his pipe for comfort. He looked shrunken, the withered stump of his left arm a reminder of what he’d lost by helping Joe and his family in the past. “I don’t know much more. It’s not like people wrote all this shit down for us to read in our leisure time. When yer family founders swear an oath to some kind of dark god, it’s not something ya really want to remember. Especially when most of a generation’s passed since anybody honored it.”

      There was something about that bothered Joe. “Then why did she come back and start killing them? Why not just show up and convince them to get back in line?”

      Zeke considered Joe’s point. “Because she’s a petty asshole that would rather scare the shit out of people than try to make sense?”

      It was true that many supernatural creatures had a penchant for revenge, but Joe’s dealings with the more powerful sorts had taught him they rarely acted out of such shortsighted impulsiveness. Maybe this thing really was coming back just to murder people who’d forgotten their nightly prayers, but it felt like there was something more here. Joe went back to digging at Zeke. “What do you know about the oaths themselves?”

      Zeke gnawed the inside of his cheek. “Words have meaning,” he started. “It’s like when ya took up the badge. Ya said some words, made some promises, and that forged a bond with the Long Man up there in his Black Lodge.

      Joe didn’t much care for the conversation about gods and their followers that kept turning back toward him and his job. “It’s not like being sworn in means I can’t ever quit. I could just throw this badge out the window, pack up Stevie and the kids, and never look back.”

      The old man stared at Joe for a long moment, scratched his beard, then said, “How many times have ya told me ya could stop being the Night Marshal? Because ya been talking about leaving for almost as long as I’ve know ya. But no matter how deep the shit gets, ya don’t never walk away.”

      There was at least a bit of uncomfortable truth in Zeke’s words. Joe had thought about quitting, almost every day until recently, but he could never follow through with his plans. For a long time, it seemed easier to drink away the nightmares than to uproot his entire life and start over. Then there was the whole mess with the Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness being stuck in his head. He’d thought it was just his own inertia and unfortunate mistakes that had kept him in Pitchfork, but now Joe was having second thoughts.

      Maybe his oath had kept him locked up in Pitchfork. Joe didn’t care for that line of thinking, but there was no denying it made sense. He turned away from that line of reasoning and went back to pestering Zeke for more information. “Itsike’s bound to the descendants of her followers, and they’re bound to her. Wouldn’t it make more sense if she came back and got them back onboard with her plans? Killing them just seems like it costs her followers.”

      “Maybe she weren’t very good at making up the oaths. Maybe it fucked up, and things didn’t work out the way she planned.” Zeke chewed on his pipe stem. “Or it turned out the deal she made wasn’t going in her favor.”

      Joe steered the truck around a sharp curve, wrestling with the wheel as the tires bounced and yelped against the asphalt. “You’re going to have to explain that to me.”

      Zeke sighed as if his patience were running out. Joe reckoned the old man hadn’t talked this much in months, but he didn’t care. He needed to get to the bottom of this and come up with a battle plan that was more tactical than suicidal.

      “These kinds of deals, they’re like investments. The supernatural critter, demons, gods, even some ghosts and other spirits, all have limits to their power. They’re like…” Zeke struggled to come up with the right words then gave a little shrug. “They’re like occult currency. By itself, the energy doesn’t really do much. But they can take it, and they can invest it in a human, and that human can use it to do things that help the supernatural critter. Or the supernatural critter can use that currency itself to use whatever powers it may have in our world.”

      The pieces were starting to click into place for Joe. Just thinking about it, he could feel the Long Man’s frustration at the energy he had invested in the Night Marshal. The power was sitting in Joe, just out of the old monster’s reach. Even if Joe wasn’t using the power just then, the Long Man still couldn’t call it back. “Maybe it’s not killing them out of spite. Maybe it has to kill them to break the oath and harvest its energy.”

      They rode on in silence for a few more minutes. Zeke seemed all talked out, and Joe was too deep in his own thoughts to try and pry any more information out of the old man. He thought he had a pretty good grasp on the problem, and he didn’t like what that meant.

      Joe kept turning the pieces of the puzzle over in his head, trying to find a better solution to his problems. But the more he looked at his troubles, the more convinced he became that the only plan he could come up with was one that would likely end up with his death.

      He was so lost in his own thoughts, Joe didn’t see his new problem until it was right on his tail. Red and blue flashers strobed across his rearview. “Well,” he snarled, “this is just fucking perfect.”
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      The sheriff’s voice barked at Joe from the loudspeaker on top of the cruiser. “Out of the truck, Hark. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “Ya better get moving, boy,” Zeke murmured. “She sounds mighty pissed.”

      “Just keep your fucking mouth closed.” Joe unbuckled his seatbelt then raised both hands and locked his fingers behind his head. He pressed the door’s handle with his knee and shoved it open with his shoulder. He took great pains to look as harmless as possible because he knew that Laralaine was just looking for an excuse to put a bullet through his spine.

      He stood in the dying afternoon sunlight, waiting for the sheriff to make her next move. Joe heard the cruiser’s door open with a metallic scream, followed by the crunch of approaching footsteps on the snowy gravel shoulder. A few moments later, he heard the distinct snap of a safety strap popping open and knew he was about five seconds away from catching a bullet. “What do you think you’re doing, Hark?”

      “Just bringing a friend home for dinner.” Then, just to prove that he wasn’t smart enough to keep his mouth shut, “What fucking business is it of yours?”

      Laralaine whistled then walked around Joe to face him. “That’s a hell of a mouth on someone with a death sentence over their head.”

      Cold sweat trickled down Joe’s back. It sounded an awful lot like the Long Man was done messing around and had decided to take his chances with having Joe killed. Then again, if the old monster wanted Joe dead, why wasn’t he crippling him by trying to pull his power back? After all, that was what had kept Joe alive up until now. The Long Man was terrified of losing a big chunk of the power he had invested in the Night Marshal, and an even greater part of it that Joe had stolen, if the Night Marshal died. “I’m pretty sure your boss doesn’t want you to kill me, at least not yet.”

      Below her mirrored aviator shades, the sheriff’s mouth twisted itself into an evil grin. “Maybe you don’t know as much as you think you do. Or maybe the leash isn’t quite as tight around my neck as it was around yours.”

      Joe tried not to show his fear, but it was tough to hide. If Laralaine really had gone rogue, then all bets were off. “You don’t want to do this.”

      “Don’t I?” She paced back and forth, her fingertips drumming on the handle of her pistol. “Everything bad in this county, and I mean all of it, seems to swirl around you.”

      “That’s like saying you tend to be at a lot of crime scenes.” Joe knew he had to talk some sense into Laralaine if he didn’t want one or both of them winding up dead in the next few minutes. “It looks that way from the outside because you’re fighting it. Everywhere crime pops up, that’s where you’re going to be. Same with me—there’s evil shit all around me because I spend every waking minute looking for evil shit to put down.”

      “Is that so?” Laralaine turned away from Joe and stared toward the ruddy glow of the setting sun. Her right hand clenched her pistol’s grip, relaxed, then clenched again. “I came here to make a difference. Maybe getting you out of the picture is all the difference this place needs.”

      Joe wondered if he should take a shot at Laralaine. The sheriff was facing away from him, less than ten feet away. He knew he was stronger and faster, but he also knew attacking her would cross a line that he couldn’t back over. So far, she was just talking, blowing off steam. He couldn’t tell if she was serious or just trying to spook him. He kept his arms raised, and his mouth closed. As long as she was talking and not shooting, there was a chance he could get out of this. As much of a pain in the ass as Laralaine had become, he still hoped there was a chance to get her back on the side of the law. He respected her enough that having to put her down would bother him for a long time to come.

      The sheriff took her gun hand off her pistol and plucked her hat off her head. “I wasn’t supposed to get caught up in any of this bullshit. This was supposed to be a career move for me. Come into Pitchfork, get the murder rate down, head back to Jefferson City, get a nice fat promotion, do some real police work. But then…fuck. You just…”

      She shouted and threw her hat onto the road. “I never should have taken this job.”

      Joe related to the pain in her words. In the short time she’d been in his county, she’d changed. Maybe she had come here to make things better, looking to find out why things were so goddamn deadly in this little corner of the Midwest. But that hadn’t lasted. Before she knew it, she’d been tangled up in the Long Man’s web of lies. “I’m guessing he didn’t give you much of a choice. What’d he promise you?”

      Laralaine turned on her heel, a dead smile plastered to her face. “You. The big fish. The Butcher of Pitchfork County. He told me what happened under that farm. Promised me he’d help me pin a whole hill of murders to your chest alongside that badge of yours. You’re supposed to be a good guy, Hark. What the fuck happened?”

      Joe saw his scarred and lined visage reflected in Laralaine’s mirror shades and his younger self reflected in her face. When Joe had first taken up the badge, he was filled with a righteous rage. The death of his father and the curse that had alienated him from the only woman he’d ever loved had twisted his heart into a lump of cold iron. The Long Man had used that anger to transform Joe into a weapon. Becoming the Night Marshal of Pitchfork County had given Joe a reason to go on living. For a while, years really, it had been enough. But he’d become lost in the job, and it had turned him into a man he hardly recognized. It was only now, years later, that he’d seen the error of his ways and tried to reclaim his life.

      Laralaine had one foot on that same twisted path. She’d come here looking for a way to boost her stalled career, and the Long Man had used her ambition and hunger for justice for his own ends. Where he’d pointed Joe at his supernatural rivals, he’d aimed Laralaine at Joe. The two of them had more in common than the sheriff could see. “Twenty years of hunting monsters happened. Two decades of having the Long Man in my head, spinning me up, keeping me mad, convincing me there was nothing worth saving. He used me, and I let him because it was easier than making my own decisions about what was right or wrong. Same as you.”

      The sheriff tilted her head and squinted as if seeing Joe for the first time. “You believe that shit? Did the booze damage your brain so much that you actually think this isn’t your fault?”

      “You’ve only been here a few months. You don’t know shit about shit.” Joe’s nervousness was turning to irritation. He had to make her see that it was the Long Man turning them against each other. “You don’t see what he’s doing here? He wants me out of the way so he can do whatever he wants without anyone to call him on it. I don’t know what his endgame is, but I do know it’s not going to be good for anyone but him.”

      Laralaine laughed and shook her head. “When I got here, your boss was almost dead. Because of you. He told me you tried to take control of the county, and that you’re holding him hostage to use his power to keep a death grip on this place and its people.”

      The words spilled out of Laralaine as if she was reciting a memorized speech. Joe couldn’t tell if she believed them or not, but they clearly had a hold on her. “He’s in your head, Sheriff. He’s using you to get me out of the way. If you put me down, you’re opening the door for him. Whatever happens after that will be on your head.”

      A flicker of doubt peeled the clouds from the sheriff’s eyes. The hardness melted away from her features. “He showed me things,” she started then furrowed her brow and let her words trail off.

      Joe decided to press his advantage. Laralaine was confused, and the Long Man’s hold on her seemed to be slipping. If he could wedge doubts deeper in her mind, she might come to her senses before it was too late. “Why do you reckon he’s telling you the truth? Maybe what he’s showing you isn’t the whole story. Not saying I haven’t done some bad things, and I’m not saying I’ve always been right. But I’m trying to fix things. I’m working to give these people their lives back. And that means the old fucker in the Black Lodge has to go.”

      Laralaine nodded and started to say something, but her jaw locked open. Panic filled her eyes, and Joe felt the Long Man’s presence crowding into the space between them.

      A dull ache built between his eyes, and he knew his time was up. The pain swelled into a spike that pierced his brain from front to back. Joe’s knees gave out, and he collapsed into the dirt, curling in on himself as the Long Man punished him for speaking the truth.

      Joe’s strength drained away. It was being pulled from him as the Long Man yanked his chain. He ground his teeth and pulled back, straining against the bond that tied him to his enemy. All he could do was hang on and wait for the attack to pass because he wasn’t quite strong enough to win a battle of minds against the Long Man.

      He knew he was down, knew that he was defenseless against the sheriff. But he didn’t know what she was doing. For all Joe knew, she was being punished as well, suffering for listening to his heretical speech. The Long Man was getting stronger, and he likely didn’t want his new pet getting her head filled with bad ideas.

      That was the best case. Worst case? While Joe was blind and deaf lying in the dirt, the sheriff was drawing her pistol and preparing to put a bullet through his skull. Even if the sheriff didn’t want to, there was a better than even chance that the Long Man could force her to do it. Either way, Joe was about to be dead.

      He pushed back against the pain and pulled on the Long Man’s power. Desperation gave him just a little bit of an edge, and he used that to whittle away at the attack on his mind. He didn’t need to beat the Long Man; he just needed a little room to get the attention of something that could beat the old bastard in a stand-up fight.

      Joe reached out in the darkness of the back of his head and unleashed a psychic scream. The effort cost him the upper hand in the supernatural tug-of-war he was waging with his boss, and the pain in his head immediately redoubled. The drain on his strength became a whirlpool that threatened to suck him into the darkness.

      The Long Man crowed with victory, and Joe wondered if he’d made a terrible mistake.

      A mad scream echoed in the spaces between Joe’s ears. At first, he thought it was his own agonized cry then realized his gamble had paid off. The Haunter in Darkness had woken. It was coming, and it was pissed.

      The Long Man hadn’t expected to be attacked on a second front. The Haunter’s assault plowed into the Long Man’s essence, and before Joe’s boss could raise his defenses, the tide had turned.

      Joe pulled on his link to the Long Man, holding his boss in place. As the Haunter mauled the Long Man, Joe used the opportunity to siphon even more power away from the two of them. Weakened and unable to fend off two attackers at once, the Long Man was forced to abandon his assault. He used his remaining strength to fend off the Haunter’s surprise attack, pushing the wounded god away and restoring the uneasy balance of power Joe had been holding for the past few months. Both of the powers he’d trapped inside his skull had returned to their corners, ready to pounce on one another if they showed any signs of resuming their attack and exposing their defenses.

      “That’s enough.” The sheriff’s voice was shaking, but the threat in her tone was real.

      Joe cracked his eyes, grateful the rays of the setting sun were mostly blocked by the western edge of the Saint Francois Mountains. His skull ached from the effort of fending off the Long Man, and his eyes felt swollen and dry in their sockets. It’d been months since he’d last tried drowning his troubles in an ocean of Gentleman Jack, but he remembered this hungover feeling all too well. “Sorry about that,” Joe said and struggled back up onto his knees. “That was our boss trying to peel my brain from the inside.”

      Laralaine lifted her pistol’s barrel until it pointed in the general direction of Joe’s chest. “That’s why this has to end. You’re too dangerous, Hark. You keep trying to tip over the status quo, keep trying to grab a little more than you’ve got coming. You’re fucking up everything.”

      Joe started to rise to his feet but stopped when the sheriff thumbed the pistol’s hammer back. “You don’t want to do this, Laralaine. You don’t know what’s really going on, and putting a bullet in me just clears the way for a whole world of hurt to drop right on your head.”

      “You really want those to be your last words?” The sheriff raised the pistol’s barrel, and Joe stared straight down its black throat. “I’m going to give you one more—”

      A flash of blue-black light seared Joe’s eyes, and the sheriff cried out. There was a sharp crack, and Joe, still blinded by the flash, wondered if he’d been shot. It wasn’t until he heard Zeke’s laughter that Joe realized he’d escaped with his life.

      His vision finally cleared, and Joe could see the old man leaning against the pickup, his arms hooked under the Laralaine’s armpits to keep her from falling to the gravel. “This un’s pretty heavy for no bigger than she looks. Wanna give me a hand getting her into the back?”

      Joe picked his hat up out of the dirt and plopped it back on top of his head. “Nice work. We’ll have the whole sheriff’s department chasing us now.”

      Joe reached for Laralaine, and Zeke leaned her forward. With a grunt, the Night Marshal hoisted the unconscious sheriff onto his shoulder and hauled her around to pickup’s bed. He dropped the tailgate and eased the sheriff down then rolled her onto her belly. Joe liberated Laralaine’s handcuffs from her belt and secured her wrists. “How long’s she going to be out?”

      Zeke joined him, and the two of them managed to ease her up in the bed of the pickup without banging her head around. The old man squinted and looked the sheriff up and down. “I dunno. An hour? Maybe two? I’m not as precise with that shit as I used to be.”

      Joe collected the sheriff’s pistol from where it had fallen and engaged its safety. The last thing he wanted was to accidentally shoot himself with Laralaine’s gun. He stared down at her as he raised the tailgate. They were too much alike; that was the problem. A few years ago, they’d have been on the same side. But now…

      Now, Joe knew too much. He’d been hoping to work things out with the Long Man. He’d wanted the three of them to put things back in order and get Pitchfork on the right track.

      It had all been a stupid dream. The Long Man was playing for keeps, and Joe was no longer on his team. The next time they met, one of them would die. Joe was as sure of that as he was of the sun’s rising in the east.

      If the Long Man wanted to play dirty, that was fine with Joe. He’d been trying to decide how this had to go down for a few weeks now, and the Long Man’s dirty tricks had just made that decision a lot easier to make.

      “All right, motherfucker,” Joe snarled, “let’s find out which one of us is meaner.”
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      Zeke’s estimate was off, and Joe was paying the price. He’d hoped to have Laralaine in the house before she came around because it would make it a whole lot easier to keep her subdued that way. Instead, he found himself on the receiving end of a foul-mouth tirade and a barrage of kicks aimed at his face. The sheriff had scrambled up against the pickup’s cab, hands still cuffed behind her back. She lashed out at Joe with her boots whenever he reached for her and spent the rest of the time cursing him.

      Joe didn’t want to hurt the sheriff, but she was making it difficult to avoid that option. “Goddammit, Laralaine. Knock that shit off.”

      The sheriff wasn’t having any of it. She glared at Joe like a cornered possum and kept one boot raised and ready to kick. “I don’t know what you did to me, but as soon as I get these cuffs off, I’m going to finish what I started.”

      Joe faked a grab at her raised boot then jerked his hand away when she kicked. The instant her boot heel hit the bed of his truck, his other hand lashed out and hooked around her ankle. Before she could draw back for another kick, Joe had both hands on her boot and levered her over onto her belly. A quick yank had her almost out of the pickup’s bed and brought her belt into reach. Joe grabbed hold of the leather strap and hoisted Laralaine into the air. He held her off to his side like a piece of luggage, careful to keep clear of her kicking legs and biting teeth. “If you don’t settle down I’m going to bang your head off that tree over there couple times until you get some sense knocked into you. I just want to have a little chat and see if we can get to some kind of agreement before we kill each other.”

      Because despite the fact that Laralaine had intended to put a bullet through his skull little more than an hour past, Joe didn’t want to kill her. He decided that the Long Man had to go, but that didn’t mean he was going to throw the sheriff out with the rancid bathwater.

      Laralaine, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have changed her mind about killing Joe. “You’re just delaying the inevitable. I’m going to get out of here, one way or another, and then I’m going to take that pistol back and empty it into the hollow gourd you call a skull.”

      Without a word, Joe crossed his front yard to the big oak tree, reared back the arm holding Laralaine, and swung her at the tree. She yelped as her face rushed at the trunk.

      At the last second, Joe pivoted on his left heel, and the sheriff’s head missed the thick trunk by a few inches. He let the arc of her swing carry Laralaine up past horizontal then yanked her back by her belt and dropped her onto her ass. The sheriff grunted as the wind rushed from her lungs, and Joe let her tip onto her side. “I’m a pretty understanding guy, but you’re not going to threaten me while you got both hands tied behind your back and your gun is on the front seat of my truck. I’m trying to give you a second chance here, but you’re going to have to meet me halfway.”

      The sheriff managed to roll back up into a sitting position. She took a deep breath and glared at Joe. “You’re going to lose, Hark. I’ve seen how this plays out, and you don’t have a chance. You may have sidelined me, but I’m not the only one in the game. And if you think the Long Man is going to sit still while you kill me, then you really don’t know what’s going on these days.”

      Joe squatted so he and the sheriff were staring at each other eye to eye. “People have been trying to kill me for a long time. Nobody’s managed to make it stick. Whatever your boss is telling you, he doesn’t have the whole picture. I’m giving you a chance to be on the winning side here. Don’t be a moron.”

      “You’re so blind. You think he hasn’t been planning for this day, that he doesn’t know what you’re going to do before you even do it?” The sheriff shook her head. “You’re not half as smart as you think, and you’re all out of time to get any smarter.”

      Joe stood back up, wincing as his knees popped. “You’ve seen how he’s treating me. You’re going to do his dirty work, put a bullet through my head? What happens in a few years when you stop listening, when you don’t feel like eating any more shit, and he finds some new dumb young thing to come scrape you off the plate?”

      The sheriff pushed herself back with her feet until she reached the tree. She wriggled and squirmed until she had enough leverage to push back up on her heels. “That assumes I’m as stupid as you. I don’t have any delusions of grandeur, Hark. I’m going to help the boss put things straight, then I’m out of here. None of this is going to be my problem anymore.”

      “That’s real sweet of you. If you think he’s going to let you walk out of here, you’re dumber than you look.” Joe watched the last rays of the setting sun slide out of sight. “Last chance, Sheriff. Get on the side of the angels here, before it’s too late.”

      The sheriff opened her mouth as if to respond then snapped her jaw shut. She blinked hard and fast, and Joe detected a slight tremor running through her body. She was struggling, fighting against something, and Joe suddenly realized that there might be something going on here other than the sheriff’s usual orneriness.

      He closed his eyes and let his vision shift into the supernatural spectrum. When he opened them, he felt pieces of the puzzle falling into place.

      There was a faint fuzz of spectral light sizzling on Laralaine’s forehead. Joe squinted, trying to get a clearer view of it. The world shuddered around him as his natural vision distorted and his supernatural senses sharpened. The gauzy glow snapped into sudden focus, and Joe found it hard to tear his eyes away from its twisting lines.

      A thread of twisted light flowed away from the symbol and raced over the hills to the west. High overhead, Joe could see the thread leaving the sheriff running parallel to another thread of light. One tied to him.

      Joe reached out for the light leaving the sheriff, stretching his mind out to hook around it, and felt the familiar presence of the Long Man. He plucked at the thread and felt its vibration thrumming inside his skull. Without the training or natural strength to defend her mind from supernatural assault, Laralaine was powerless to resist the Long Man’s influence. If Joe wanted to talk to her, he needed to free her mind.

      Joe funneled a trickle of power into his badge and removed it from his duster. Before the sheriff could react, he pressed his symbol against the light on her forehead. Silver light flared around the badge accompanied by the stink of ozone and an electric pop. For the moment, the line that connected the sheriff to the Long Man was bound to Joe’s badge.

      Laralaine’s eyes rolled in their sockets before they focused on Joe. “What did you do?”

      Joe wasn’t sure what he’d done, not exactly, but he knew he didn’t have long before the Long Man responded. The sheriff’s thread jerked and twitched in Joe’s grasp. The Long Man would overpower him and reassert control over the sheriff very soon. Joe ground his teeth as he struggled to keep the sheriff’s mind free. “Listen to me. He was in your head, twisting you up. This is your chance; you have to help me push him out . I can’t do it alone, but you’re strong-willed enough to lever him out with my help.”

      A spear of pain shot through Joe’s head, rattling his concentration. It took all of his willpower to hang on to the sheriff’s thread. He needed her help. If she didn’t want to be free, the Long Man was going to be back in her head in a matter of moments.

      And the Long Man knew it. He bore down on Joe, using the bond between them to squeeze the Night Marshal’s soul in a spiritual vise.

      Laralaine shook her head. “You’re going to lose this one, Hark. You’re out of your league. You think I didn’t know the Long Man was in there? He’s helping me, and I’m not going to turn my back on that.”

      Disappointment shook Joe’s faith in the sheriff. The thread he’d been holding away from her snapped loose from his grip and plugged into the symbol blazing on Laralaine’s forehead.

      Rage flared in Joe’s heart. It wasn’t enough that the Long Man had wound his tentacles through Joe and the rest of Pitchfork. It wasn’t enough that the old bastard had tried to have Joe killed. Now, the monster was trying to spread its disease even further, infecting everyone it could reach and turning them toward the Left-Hand Path.

      And that had been the Long Man’s mistake. Joe could see what he needed to do now, even if he wasn’t entirely sure how to do it.

      Laralaine smirked at him. “That’s why you’re going to lose,” she said. “He can swat you down without even blinking. He gets stronger every day.”

      Joe didn’t doubt she was right. A head-on assault on the Long Man could only end one way: with Joe busted in half. But he didn’t need to go straight at the old monster. He could see how things were connected now, and had the start of a plan. The pieces were falling into place, and he was beginning to understand what was happening in Pitchfork County.

      He returned the sheriff’s smirk. “Let’s hope he’s as strong as the two of you think. Because if I’m right, he’s going to need all the strength he can get for what’s coming.”
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      Joe steered the sheriff into the house by her handcuffs, doing his best not to hurt her despite the stream of verbal abuse pouring out of her. “Someone’s going to come looking for me, Hark,” she snarled as he led her through the living room. “And when they do, they’re going to make sure you get what you got coming.”

      Without a word, Joe guided the sheriff up the stairs and into Al’s room. His son wasn’t home and hadn’t been for the past few weeks, which meant the room was in surprising order. He scanned the room for any potential weapons and lowered Laralaine to the bed when he didn’t see any. She struggled against his manhandling, but Joe was too strong for her. Whatever boost the Long Man had given her, it was no match for the Night Marshal’s strength.

      Joe unlocked the Laralaine’s left wrist and looped the handcuffs through the railing at the head of Al’s bed. Before she could get away, he had the handcuffs secured around her wrists. “I’m just trying to keep you out of trouble here. But if you break my kid’s bed or kick down the door, things are going to get ugly around here. Stay put.”

      The sheriff opened her mouth to argue with Joe, but he raised a finger and pressed it to his lips. The sheriff glowered at him but kept her mouth shut. Joe knew he couldn’t hold her here for long, but he also knew he didn’t need to. He just needed Laralaine out of the way so he could finish his plan without the whole of the local law fucking up everything. The fact that she wouldn’t be able to keep the Long Man apprised of his plans didn’t hurt Joe’s feelings, either.

      He tromped back down the stairs to find Stevie, Zeke, and the Woodhawk family scattered around the living room. Elsa and Al were leaning against the far wall by the front door, staring uneasily at the gathering in their home. Everyone except for Zeke was splattered with blood and green grue, but they didn’t appear to be at death’s door. Joe felt a surge of relief at that, but by his count they were missing one person.

      All eyes turned toward Joe as he reached the bottom of the stairs, and he raised both hands to forestall the barrage of questions he could see in their eyes. “I need a few minutes with my wife,” he said, “and then we can talk about what’s going on.”

      He headed to the kitchen, ignoring the open mouths and expectant looks from his guests. He had neither time nor energy to explain everything to them, and he needed to get Stevie caught up so she could back his play. She wasn’t going to like it, but he didn’t see that he had any other real options. Things were getting nasty out there, and if he didn’t do something, they were going to get a lot nastier still.

      Stevie joined Joe in the kitchen, and they flopped down with Joe at the head of the table and Stevie at his right hand. She arched an eyebrow in his direction and tilted her head toward the ceiling. “Zeke tells me you took the sheriff hostage?”

      Joe sighed and rolled his eyes. “That old man certainly has a way with words. We don’t have time to go into the whole mess, but she’s here for her own safety as much as to keep her out of our way. The Long Man’s hooks are into her deep, and I don’t need her causing us any more problems. Besides, she started it.”

      Stevie shrugged. “Whatever you think’s best. Do I need to worry about a SWAT team rolling up in our front yard looking for her?”

      Joe chuckled at the thought. “No one’s going to come looking for her for a few more hours. I hope. But we need to get rolling on the rest of the founding families. Were you able to catch up to Mildred?”

      “Not really. The spiders beat us to her.” Stevie looked away from Joe for a moment, brushing tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “We just started getting things back together. Now it’s all blown to hell.”

      “At least Al was able to get the Woodhawks back here.” Joe scratched the stubble on his chin. “I guess that just leaves one family.”

      Stevie ticked off the list of founders and her eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

      It wasn’t that Joe wanted to save the last family. In fact, with all the trouble they’d caused over the past year or so, he was more than willing to let the last of the Blackbriar clan go straight to hell. But letting their adversary get her hands on Frank Blackbriar meant giving up what little edge Joe had remaining. “I can’t let the monster kill Frank. It’ll give it too much of an edge.”

      Dark shadows gathered around Stevie’s eyes, a sure sign that her temper was up. “After all he’s done, you’re going to save him? Wouldn’t it be easier just to put a bullet in him and focus on keeping the rest of them safe?”

      Joe liked the way his wife thought, but killing Frank wasn’t an option. “It’s trickier than that. If I kill Frank, there’s a good chance that would have the same effect as the spider asshole killing him. This is all about reclaiming its power, and I don’t want to take a chance on letting it get back more if I can avoid it. Besides, I’m going to need Frank.”

      The shadows darkened across Stevie’s face. “I definitely don’t like the sound of that.”

      Joe tried to explain his plan to his wife, but it made less sense when spoken aloud than it had when he’d first put it together. It was risky, and put him in very real danger of exposure to the very powers he’d been fighting for so many months, but if he could pull it off it might just change everything in Pitchfork for the better. It still sounded batshit crazy.

      “No. No fucking way.” Stevie shook her head, and her knuckles were white where she gripped the table. “You’re going way out on a limb here, and there’s no way for me to back you up. If something goes wrong, there’s a good chance this gets everyone killed.”

      “There aren’t any better options. No matter what I do, it’s going to put people at risk. This way, at least, most of the risk is coming down on my shoulders. And if things really go sideways, you’re tough enough to fend this thing off and get everyone far the hell away from Pitchfork.”

      The anger leaked out of Stevie’s face. “It’s not that easy. With Mildred dead, the Conclave is broken. The power I had,” she threw her hands up in frustration. “We’ve sprung a leak, and until I can get it patched, I’m not nearly as tough as I used to be. If you get your head eaten, then we’re all fucked.”

      Joe wrapped his hands around Stevie’s and held them tight. “I don’t know what else to do. We’re up against the wall here, and this is the only way I see to get us out. If it works, all our problems go away. Can you even imagine what that will be like? No more monsters in my head. No more monsters in Pitchfork. That’s worth risking my life.”

      Stevie squeezed Joe’s hands and sighed. “I just need more time. If I can replace Mildred, if I can heal the Conclave, then I can do my part. I can help you with this. But I can’t do it now.”

      Joe weighed his options. Having Stevie at his back, at full strength, would definitely be a boon. That gave him a little more room for fuckups if nothing else. But waiting meant hunkering down with a whole bunch of high-value targets. The spider was definitely going to figure out where they were soon, and if Joe didn’t have something to distract it then all of its soldiers would be headed his way. It would just keep throwing monsters at them until it found a chink in their armor. Waiting wasn’t on the table. “I don’t think that’s going to work. The clock is running down here, and I need to make a move soon.”

      They held each other’s hands without speaking, both desperately trying to come up with a plan that kept them on the same page. But Joe knew it was futile. They didn’t have the time to set this up the way they wanted. He was going to have to go to war alone and hope that it worked out all right in the end.

      But first, he was going to have to go round up one of the men he hated most. Joe had to protect Frank Blackbriar no matter how much they were both going to hate it.
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      Joe gave everyone their marching orders before leaving the house to round up the Blackbriars. He’d set Al outside the sheriff’s makeshift prison, with strict orders to make sure she didn’t leave. He didn’t want her blood on his hands, but he wanted her out running around causing him grief even less. Stevie and Elsa were doing what they could to strengthen the big house’s perimeter and hide it from the prying eyes of their enemies. He wasn’t sure what they’d be able to accomplish, but anything was better than nothing. Until he could put his plan into action, they were all vulnerable, and he needed the Woodhawks and Zeke protected. If anything happened to them, this was all for nothing.

      He tried not to think about that outcome as he went in search of Frank Blackbriar. It was getting on toward eight o’clock, which meant Frank was probably out drinking somewhere. It was just a matter of finding out which hole in the wall he picked to do his drinking.

      Fortunately, Joe didn’t have to go into every bar in Pitchfork County to find his man. When Amogen fired up their fracturing operation, they’d bought up leases on a lot of Frank’s land. Rather than use the money to fix up his badly deteriorated family home, Frank dumped a bunch of it into a ridiculous red Escalade. Joe knew when he found the truck, he’d find Frank.

      He wished the sheriff had come around because he could sure use a bunch of extra eyes to help him out now. He kept listening to the police scanner on the off chance that Frank would do something stupid and get a deputy’s attention, but there was disturbingly little chatter among Pitchfork’s law enforcement officers.

      As Joe drove from small town to small town, rolling past bars with his eyes peeled for Frank’s red monstrosity, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. Maybe Laralaine was right: Maybe her deputies would be out looking for Joe and try to rescue her. If that was the case, this was all going to get a lot more interesting.

      Or maybe the eyes on him belonged to spiders he couldn’t see. Or the feeling came from the Long Man or the Haunter in Darkness poking around in Joe’s skull. Or it could be his paranoia talking.

      As the minutes piled up, Joe’s sense of foreboding grew more intense. Somewhere out there, Itsike was on the move. How long would it be before she found where Joe had hidden the rest of the founders’ descendants and threw her weight against his home? He needed to end this before an all-out war landed on his front lawn.

      After an hour of searching, Joe got lucky. The Escalade was parked outside the Burger Barn, a shitty little diner that somehow managed to grill hamburgers so delicious they were worth gambling with E. coli. Joe bumped the Escalade’s back bumper with his truck’s rusted fender then killed the engine, set the emergency brake, and headed inside.

      The diner was filthy, but the smell of sizzling beef patties still made Joe’s mouth water. He looked down the long dining room and was almost disappointed to find Frank seated at the end of the counter. It would’ve been nice if Blackbriar had been in the bathroom; Joe might’ve had time to order a couple burgers to go.

      As it was, he had to move quickly to intercept Frank. The man had an uncanny knack for sensing Joe’s presence, and he was already making a break for it by the time Joe spotted him. The Night Marshal stormed through the diner, doing his best not to jostle too many of the place’s other patrons. He was trying to shake his reputation as being bad for business.

      Frank was almost to the men’s bathroom door when Joe caught up with him. Joe gave him a hearty shove from behind and sent Frank stumbling into the restroom.

      As Joe entered the room behind him, Frank tripped over his own feet and banged his head on the dented hand dryer bolted to the wall next to the filthy sink. Joe grabbed him before he could completely lose his balance and spun Frank into the wall. He threw his arm across the back of Frank’s neck, pinning him in place.

      Joe leaned in close to Frank’s ear. “I’m not here to fuck you up. But if you act like a dick, I won’t have any problem throwing a few punches your way. Your call.”

      Frank struggled against Joe’s superior strength for a moment then went limp. “Okay, okay. I don’t want any trouble.”

      Joe stepped back to give Frank some breathing room. He was still close enough to stop him if he tried to run, but not quite within choking range. “I’m not even going to ask you why you started running as soon as you saw me coming. All you need to know is that I’m here to save you from something you oughta be scared of.”

      Frank swallowed hard and nodded. Joe realized the man looked even shittier than normal. His face was wan and haggard, framed by lank hair that hadn’t seen a shower or comb in days. At this range, Joe could tell it wasn’t the bathroom that stank; it was Frank.

      Blackbriar rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “I know; bad shit’s comin’. I’m just tryin’ to keep my head down.”

      “Good. But I’ve got a better place for you to hide than a diner. You need to get off the street before someone sees you and you end up in a world of shit.”

      Frank licked his lips. “Do you think, I mean, I couldn’t get my ma to leave the house. Can we go by there and pick her up?”

      Joe weighed the time it would take to run over to the Blackbriar place against the trouble he was going to have if he didn’t give Frank what he wanted. He could just pound the loser into submission and toss him into the back of the pickup, but the thought made him weary. Using Frank as a punching bag didn’t hold the same allure it once had. Plus, there was a chance his mother was on Itsike’s hit list as well. “Yeah, sure. Be a tight fit with all three of us in the cab, but we might as well bring her along for the party, too.”

      Joe pointed to the bathroom door, and Frank headed out. Joe followed the man out of the diner to his Escalade. When Frank tried to open its door, Joe pushed it closed. “Get in the pickup.”

      Joe reasoned it would be easier for them to avoid attention in his pickup than in the Cadillac, but he also didn’t want to give Frank a chance to dig up a gun or knife. The man looked beaten, but Joe still didn’t trust him. Desperate people did desperate things.

      Frank offered directions to his house, which Joe ignored. He knew damn well where the Blackbriar clan lived, seeing as how his life had nearly ended there a few months back. He pushed the memory away and focused on driving. He took side roads and dirt trails, doing his best to stay off the beaten path. He didn’t know if Laralaine’s deputies were searching for his truck yet, but he didn’t want to take a chance on running into them.

      The place looked exactly as it had the last time Joe had been there, with the exception being the driveway was no longer filled with an angry mob of rednecks looking to lynch him. He’d scattered their little cult to the four winds, leaving their clubhouse squatting in its own filth as it had for years.

      Frank shot him a nervous look. “I’m just gonna go and get my ma, okay?”

      “Go in, get her, get out. Don’t pack any clothes, don’t grab any of your bullshit. If I have to come looking for you, you’re going to pick up some bruises.”

      Joe watched Frank climbed the rickety stairs to the front door. The asshole kept looking around, glancing over his shoulders, tilting his head toward the sky, as if expecting an attack at any moment. Joe wondered just how much Frank knew about what was going on. If he found out that Frank had been holding out on him, that he’d been somehow trying to play this to his own advantage while letting the rest of the founding families die, Joe would give him a thrashing he wouldn’t soon forget. It might not be the right thing to do, but it would certainly feel good.

      Joe was still jumpy. This was all taking too long. He felt like he was missing something that would cost him later. Moments after Frank disappeared under the house, Joe found himself scanning his surroundings for attackers. Every pocket of darkness seemed filled with spiders, and the waving branches of nearby trees cast shadows that reminded Joe far too much of arachnid legs. He eased the shotgun from the rack behind his head and cradled it in his lap. If something came for him, he’d be ready to blast it back to Hell.

      But as the minutes passed, Joe found the day’s events catching up with him. His head bobbed, and his eyes fluttered as the adrenaline pumping through his blood was overwhelmed by exhaustion. He hadn’t eaten enough or slept enough in the past couple of days, and now he was paying the price.

      He woke with a start, unsure how long he’d been out. He whipped his head from side to side looking for potential threats but saw nothing. The rapid beating of his heart slowed, and Joe glanced at the glowing numbers on the cheap battery-powered clock he’d stuck to the dash with a strip of double-sided tape. It was almost 11, which meant he’d been out of it for at least fifteen minutes. Where the fuck was Frank?

      Joe shoved his way out of the truck and slung the shotgun over his shoulder. If Frank was pulling some bullshit on him, if he tried to run, Joe was going to make him wish he was dead.

      He approached the house cautiously, paying particular attention to the trees that lined the walkway to the front door. The branches arched overhead and provided a perfect ambush point for a giant spider.

      Nothing tried to kill him on his way to the front door, which was a welcome relief. Joe rolled his shoulders and banged on the front door with his fist. He really did not want to go inside. The last time he’d crossed this threshold, he’d stumbled into a reeking shithole filled to overflowing with bat cultists. If Joe could get Frank and his mother out of the house without having to go inside himself, that’s how he’d prefer it.

      After a few moments with no answer, he banged on the door again. “Goddammit, Frank,” he shouted, “get your ass out here.”

      When there was still no answer, Joe decided the time for being patient was over. He twisted the knob and shoved the front door open with his left hand, raising his shotgun into a firing position with his right hand in the same motion.

      The house was dark, its interior a shadowed mystery. “Last chance, Frank!” Joe yelled. “If I have to come in and drag you out of here, you’re really going to regret it.”

      Joe gave Frank a few moments to answer, but there was no response from the inside of the house. He grumbled to himself and headed inside to kick Frank’s ass.

      Within a few feet of the doorway, it became too dark for Joe to see. He pulled his badge from the front pocket of his flannel shirt and trickled some of his power into it. A flat silver light blazed from the badge, banishing the darkness from Joe’s path.

      Despite the light, Joe’s paranoia chewed on his nerves. There was something he was missing; he just didn’t know what it was. He didn’t think Frank would’ve made a run for it, not with his mother in the house and no car, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t up to something else. Joe stepped forward, sidling alongside the staircase to the upper floors, shotgun ready to blow a hole in anything that came at him. He stopped every few feet to listen for noises, but the only sound was his own breathing and the scratching of wind-blown limbs against the house’s rough shingles. “Where the fuck are you?”

      Joe turned to his left and headed into the kitchen, but his feet felt sticky and sluggish. He tilted his badge down to see what he’d stepped in. There was a silver sheen that stretched like gum when he tried to lift his foot.

      Too late, he tried to raise his shotgun again, but something splattered against his torso, pinning his arms to his chest. He looked down and saw what he feared. Spiderwebs.

      Joe struggled, trying to put his supernatural strength to use, but he had no leverage. A monstrous shadow approached from within the kitchen, its faceted eyes gleaming in the silver light from Joe’s badge.
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      The spider-beast came clicking out of the kitchen, its segmented legs tapping along the walls and ceiling as it eased its ponderous bulk forward. Its almost-human head tilted from side to side as if trying to make sense of what it saw in Joe. All eight of its eyes were crammed together across its forehead, twin rows of gleaming orbs that seemed to take in everything as the head moved from side to side.

      Below that almost-human head, there was very little humanity in the thing. Its torso was thin and flat and lined with spider legs that probed the walls and floor as it advanced. Its abdomen was bloated and almost translucent, a dull red glow lighting it from within. Thicker legs with clawed tips supported the bulk of the body and propelled it forward.

      As the monstrosity neared Joe, articulated appendages around the gaping gash of its mouth unfolded, and a pair of enormous tusks erupted from its lower jaw. It hissed at Joe, an evil and malevolent sound that promised much pain in the Night Marshal’s future.

      Joe didn’t struggle against the webs, knowing that he’d just end up binding himself even tighter. Instead, he faked a cocky grin and winked at the spider-beast. “I’m not sure where y’all are from, but around here we greet folks with a handshake. If you don’t mind cutting me loose, I’d be happy to introduce myself.”

      The spider-beast released a guttural hissing, a gargling sound that Joe imagined must pass for laughter wherever this shitheel was from. “I know who you are,” it said and stomped closer. Its four front legs tapped the walls on either side of Joe’s head and bent toward him. “And soon you will know who we are, and you will pay for what you have done.”

      Joe wrinkled his nose. “You ever brush those teeth? You smell like you’ve been eating shit.”

      The creature leaned in closer, its black eyes gleaming in the darkness. “Why do you interfere? The mistress has come to claim what is rightfully hers. Yet you defend the oath breakers?”

      “It’s not like your mistress gave me much choice. She can’t come rolling in here squeezing people to death in big ol’ stinky webs and not expect some heat. Shit, my feelings are hurt you didn’t do any research at all. Have you ever heard of the Night Marshals?”

      The tip of one of the spiders legs ran down the length of Joe’s jaw then lifted his chin. “Once I finish with you, I’m going to collect the others. I can smell their stink on you, the rotten perfume of the faithless.”

      Joe knew he was running short of time. He needed something to distract the spider-beast. The webs had glued his badge into his left hand, which worked in his favor, but if he tried anything while big ugly was staring right at him, he had no doubt the thing would forgo formalities and skewer him with one of those spiked legs. “If you’re so hot to kill the faithless, why are you wasting time with me? I’m pretty sure one of them is hanging around not too far from here. Why not go deal with him?”

      The creature reared up to its full height, towering over Joe. It braced its front legs against the ceiling and shifted its hind legs to curl the tip of its abdomen toward Joe. “There will be time enough for that once I’m through with you.”

      “You sure?” Joe’s eyes had adjusted to the dark enough to reveal the wounds scattered across the thing’s pallid flesh. “Because it looks like you’ve tangled with some folks I know, and they pretty well kicked your ass. Right now, I’m willing to let all this web shit slide, but if you get serious about killing me, I’m going to finish the job my friends started. And then you’re never gonna get a chance to get your hands on the faithless.”

      The spider-beast unleashed another of its ghastly laughs and filled the air with the rotting blood stink of its breath. “You’ll do nothing. You’ll die.”

      Joe grinned, a look that had stopped more than one supernatural monster in its tracks. “I’m telling you, you’re going to lose your chance to catch the last of the Blackbriars. I came here to bring them in myself, but you fucked that up for me. Right now, I reckon he’s probably getting his mama into the truck they’ve got hidden out back. Any second now, they’re gonna light out of here and be long gone. Something tells me if they get shut of your boss’s territory, she’s not gonna be real pleased with you.”

      The spider shifted uneasily on its back feet, and Joe could see its spinnerets pulsing at the tip of its abdomen as it tried to decide what to do. It wanted to kill him, he could see that plain as day, but it was also unsure what would happen if Frank did get away. It didn’t necessarily believe Joe, but it didn’t have enough sense of what humans were capable of to disbelieve him, either.

      “I think I can hear them moving around back there. Clock’s ticking,” Joe said. He didn’t need the thing to fall for his scheme and leave the house, he just needed a few seconds to concentrate and get himself free of these webs. After that, it’d be a stand-up fight, and Joe liked his odds in that case. “Fine, suit yourself. Let’s get rolling on this, and you can figure out what to tell your boss once they get away.”

      The spider decided to get the best of both worlds. It slammed the side of one of its claws against Joe’s temple hard enough to make his ears ring. Joe’s brain sloshed from side to side inside his skull, and the vertical hold on his vision went out of whack. The spider-beast darted away, disappearing back the way it’d come.

      Joe hoped the thing would spend a couple of minutes looking for Frank, but he knew he couldn’t count on having that much time. He tried to focus his attention on his badge, tried to push the power of his office into it. But, dazed as he was, he could manage little more than a flicker of light from the silver symbol.

      Worse, his feeble exertions seem to have attracted the attention of the Long Man. Joe could feel his boss pulling back on the power he had stolen, trying to rob him of any chance to escape. Joe fought back, hanging on to what he had taken, but through the haze of his concussion he realized he didn’t have to fight for what he needed. It was his by right.

      He’d been mulling over this problem ever since he discovered the link between the sheriff and the Long Man. Joe hadn’t broken his vows as the Night Marshal; he just wasn’t acting the way the Long Man would’ve preferred. But that didn’t mean his boss could just yank Joe’s privileges. Joe was still hunting monsters; he was still fighting the Left-Hand Path, which meant all of the advantages of being a Night Marshal were still his. The realization gave him the confidence to muscle through and take the power that he was owed.

      The Long Man screamed with frustration inside Joe’s head, but that just gave the Night Marshal the incentive to keep at it. The silver glow from the badge grew in power until the area around Joe lit up like high noon. He could feel the webs surrounding him become brittle and weak as the purifying silver light ate at their supernatural substance. One by one, the gossamer strands snapped free and floated into the air like drifting dandelion seeds. It wasn’t fast, but it was working.

      His left hand and arm were free when Frank began screaming. The man’s shrill cries were answered by a guttural roar. It didn’t sound like Frank had much time left.

      Joe turned the badge toward his other arm and watched as the webs sizzled and popped under its argent glare. He wrenched his arm free and channeled a trickle of power into the shotgun hanging from his shoulder. The runes along its barrel flashed red, and the last of the webs stuck to the weapon burnt away, leaving behind sulfurous wisps of black smoke.

      Joe heard Frank pound up the back stairs of the house, the monster in hot pursuit. Their footsteps thundered across the floor above, and Joe struggled to free his legs before it was too late. He didn’t like Frank, but if the beastie got to him before Joe did, that was a win for Itsike. Joe couldn’t afford that.

      He had his right leg cleared of the webs when Frank came screaming down the stairs behind him. The monster was so close that the sounds of their footsteps overlapped into a galloping rumble. Joe turned, trying to focus the badge’s light on his left leg while aiming the shotgun with his right hand. It was awkward, at best. Joe wasn’t sure whom would get shot when Frank and the spider-beast burst into view.

      Frank’s eyes lit up when he saw Joe. “You gotta help me!”

      The spider-beast’s spike-tipped front legs were scything through the air toward Frank’s back. Joe pulled the trigger, and a burning green cloud erupted from the shotgun’s twin barrels.

      Panic-stricken shrieks filled the air. Joe couldn’t see who’d taken the brunt of the attack. He’d aimed high, but things had happened awful fast.

      When the smoke cleared, Joe could see Frank on the floor clutching at his shoulder, a trickle of red blood oozing from between his fingers. It looked like Frank had caught the edge of the shotgun’s blast, which probably hurt like hell but wasn’t going to kill him.

      The spider-beast, on the other hand, had caught most of the shot in its chest and face. Three of its eyes were bloody craters, and most of the appendages on the left side of its mouth had been torn free, leaving behind twitching stumps that groped blindly at the air. Its upper left shoulder and chest were bloody hamburger meat, scorched well done by the shotgun’s flames. Joe cracked the shotgun open, dumped the shell casings from its barrel, and grabbed a pair of shells from the loops on his belt, hoping to end this before the thing could strike again.

      He rammed the shells home and snapped the shotgun closed. Before he could fire, the spider-beast escaped by flinging itself through a window. Joe rushed to the window, but the beast had scrambled up the side of the house and leapt into the trees before he could get a shot. “You motherfucker,” he snarled.

      Joe turned back to Frank and grabbed the man by the back of his collar. “You’re not going to die, at least not yet, but we need to get the fuck out of here before your little pal comes back with some friends. Where’s your mother?”

      Frank’s teeth were chattering, the adrenaline pumping through his system getting the best of him. “D-d-dead,” he stuttered.

      The whole trip had been a trap. Joe wanted to scream, but instead he unleashed his frustration by bouncing Frank’s face off the nearest wall. “You fucking asshole. When are you going to learn these monsters aren’t your friends?”

      Frank shook his head and wiped his bloody nose on the back of his hand. “No, I swear. I didn’t know that thing would be here. I was just trying to get away.”

      Joe gave Frank a shove toward the front door. He knew they had to get back to his house before the spider-beast had time to gather up some of its pals and take another swing.

      A they reached to the front door, he realized that was going to be a bigger trick, now. The spider-beast fell from the trees and landed on the pickup, crushing its roof and shattering the windshield.  It howled its rage at Joe and jumped down onto the hood. Metal gave way with a tortured scream, and automotive fluids gushed onto the ground beneath the vehicle.  The beast disappeared into the trees, leaving Joe to stare at the crippled truck and wonder how the hell he was going to get out of here.
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      The spiders were coming. Joe could see them gathering in the darkness, eyes flickering in the moonlight. He shook Frank by the collar. “You have a car stashed around here? We’re about to have some hungry company.”

      Frank nodded his head so fast Joe was afraid he was having a seizure. “There’s a guy I know, we can cut through the woods to get to his place. He’ll let us take his car.”

      It sounded like as good a plan as any, especially considering the swarm of fist-sized eyes Joe saw out in the darkness. There were some big-ass spiders coming their way, and Joe didn’t fancy his chances of fighting them all off. He had a few shotgun shells left, but he hadn’t brought an arsenal. This wasn’t supposed to be a big fight; he’d just come out here to save Frank’s stupid ass and then go the fuck home. He vowed to never leave home again without enough weaponry to kill anything he might stumble across. “Lead the way, and don’t try anything stupid. You try to run away from me again, and I’m going to unload both barrels into the back of your head.”

      Frank took off, skirting around the edge of the house with Joe hot on his heels. He lunged into the woods and held his hands in front of him to ward off slapping branches and the grasping thorn bushes that had earned the Blackbriars their name.

      As Joe followed, he kept power flowing into his badge. It gave away their position, but the light was the only chance they had of getting through the dense forest without losing an eye to a sticker bush or snapping an ankle on a gnarled tree root. The light wasn’t a guarantee that neither of those things would happen, but it certainly evened the odds.

      A spider lunged from a tree to their left. Joe flipped his grip on the shotgun and wrapped both fists around its barrels. He swung the weapon like a club, smashing its stock into the spider’s head. Half of its eyes exploded in a spray of black ichor, and the screeching arachnid crashed to the forest floor. Joe stomped on it as he ran past, bursting its abdomen in a spray of gory green goo.

      Frank screamed as a web tangled across his face, but Joe shoved him through it. “Just a regular cobweb. Don’t stop running, or you’re going to have something to cry about.”

      The spiders were gaining on them. Their screeches punched through the night air, and the sound of their clicking legs scrabbling through the underbrush and tree limbs made Joe’s hair stand on end. Silver streaks of hunting webs shot through the air on either side of Joe and Frank, tangling in the trees and brush. The grotesque spiders were still too far away for their webs to hit home, but Joe knew that wouldn’t last. Where he and Frank had to dodge and duck around obstacles in their path, the spiders didn’t have that difficulty. They leapt through the trees like hellish monkeys and crossed gaps on webs they squirted ahead of them. He didn’t dare look back, but he knew they were getting close. If Frank’s friend didn’t live nearby, they were going to die.

      They were out of the woods almost before Joe knew it. The moon shone down on a broad empty lot. A rundown shack squatted a few hundred yards away.

      The two of them poured on a burst of speed, spurred by the sight of their goal. It was going to be tight, but Joe thought they could reach the house and get inside before the spiders caught them. He didn’t see a car parked out front, and the house didn’t have a garage, but Joe hoped it was parked out back. He might get out of this yet.

      Frank tripped going up the house’s crooked front steps and crashed into the door with his shoulder. He sagged back, screaming as he caught sight of the horde of spiders charging at him.

      Joe wasn’t sure what was going to be waiting inside for them, but he had to believe it was better than the mob of spiders rushing at his back. He grabbed Frank by the back of his jeans and hauled him to his feet, dragging the man alongside him as turned the door’s knob and threw it open.

      He tossed Frank ahead of them then reached back and grabbed the door’s handle to pull it closed behind them. The first of the spiders bounced off the thin wood. “Drag a couch or something over here; the door’s too weak to hold them for long.”

      Frank glanced back at Joe, but it was clear he was no longer taking orders from the Night Marshal. With Joe stuck holding the spiders back, Frank was free to run. Again.

      “Don’t you fucking do it, Frank!” But Blackbriar was already gone, disappearing into the filthy house. Joe wanted nothing more than to hunt down the piece of shit, but survival was his top priority. He’d deal with Frank after he’d chased off the spiders. And he’d make it hurt.

      The problem was, he didn’t know how to make the spiders give up their pursuit. They were slamming into the door one after another, an erratic rhythm of assaults that kept the door bumping against Joe’s chest. They weren’t strong individually, but their combined attacks made it difficult to hold the door against them. Joe leaned against it with his shoulder and felt along the frame, hoping to find a bolt he could close against them, but there was just the shitty lock set into the knob itself. Worse, he could hear the door cracking under the rain of blows. It wasn’t going to be long before the spiders knocked the barrier off its hinges. Joe needed a new plan, and he needed it fast.

      He turned and wedged himself against the door, digging his hobnailed boots into the ratty carpet. The room was dark, lit only by a thin sliver of moonlight that sneaked in through a fly-specked window. It was a living room, but it had seen much better days and it didn’t look like anyone had been living here for quite some time. The couch was old and moth eaten, the springs sagging so badly under the cushions it looked like a family of invisible fat people were sitting there. Even if he dared to let go of the door for the time it would take to drag the couch over to block the entry, it wouldn’t hold for any length of time.

      There was no other furniture, and all he could see in the dim lighting were some old newspapers and other assorted trash scattered across the floor. He stared at the dried detritus and realized it might be the answer that he needed. He gathered a pile of it using his foot, dragging it near while holding the door closed. It didn’t take long before he had a respectable mound of dry papers piled against the door. He stared down at the garbage underfoot and shook his head. “I need to start coming up with some safer plans.”

      Joe clenched his badge in his right hand and bent his concentration to it. He wasn’t sure this was going to work, but it was the only idea he could come up with while simultaneously trying to hold off a pack of giant spiders that wanted to eat his face. The badge grew warm in his hand then hot enough to sting his palm.

      A beam of white light sprang from the center of the badge’s star. It hit the trash piled up between his feet, and Joe prayed his plan was going to work.

      He held his breath for long seconds, afraid he’d accomplished nothing aside from creating a very bright, very small flashlight. Then a curled tendril of smoke rose up from a charred black spot on a corner of newspaper. A wisp of flame appeared and spread, greedily consuming the paper he’d gathered. Joe wasn’t an expert on spiders, but he knew they didn’t like fire. If this didn’t make them give up, he didn’t know what would.

      Joe held the door until the heat from his little fire became too intense for him to bear. Then he stepped away and let the flames do their work.

      The spiders battered at the door even as the fire chewed away at it. Seconds later, the weakened wood splintered under the attack, and the first spider burst through.

      The spider shrieked as the flames gnawed on its limbs and burnt the mangy hairs scattered across its body. It tried to throw itself back away from the fire but collided with the others that were trying to get into the house. They tangled in each other’s legs, and they lashed out at one another in shrieking, animal panic. Joe didn’t wait to see if they could figure out how to get through the door, instead deciding it was a good time to get the hell out of there.

      He followed his badge’s light toward the back of the house and hoped there’d be another door that he could escape through. “You spend a lot of time in burning houses, Hark,” he muttered to himself as he looked for a way out. “That might say something about your methods.”

      His first attempt at escape led him into an empty bedroom. There was no back door, but he was fine with that because there was a window. He whipped the shotgun off his shoulder and swung it by its barrels, smashing the stock through the glass. He punched out the rest of the shards with the weapon’s barrels then dove through the opening.

      The spiders hadn’t figured out they could go around or over the house rather than through it. Joe heard them still fighting at the front, burning as they pushed and shoved at one another. The spiders were big and dangerous and fast, but they were dumb as hell.

      Frank had lied about a lot of things, but he wasn’t lying about the car. A rusty Ranchero squatted in the weeds not far from Joe. Frank was behind the wheel, struggling to get it started. Joe stepped up to the open driver’s side window and grabbed a handful of Frank’s hair. “Hey, I thought we were buddies. Why you trying to leave the party without me?”

      Frank’s eyes were wide with fear. “I fucked up. Please help me get this thing started; they’re coming.”

      Joe had to give it to the guy, he’d set traps within traps, and Joe had walked into them all. It was starting to piss him off. “The spiders are busy burning.”

      Frank shook his head, or tried to, but Joe’s grip on his hair let him do little more than wince for his trouble. “Not the spiders, they weren’t part of the plan. But we have to get on the road before they show up. They’ll kill us both.”

      Joe sighed. He was getting tired of all the monsters crawling out of the woodwork. “Who exactly is coming here? And what makes you think I’m going to let you leave before they arrive? Maybe it’d do you good to see some of your little buddies up close and personal.”

      “No, man. We gotta get out of here. You don’t know what they’re—”

      Joe interrupted Frank, bouncing his nose off the top of the Ranchero’s steering wheel. “Who the fuck is coming?”

      Sudden, brutal pain erupted across Joe’s shoulders, and both his arms went numb. He struggled to catch his breath, but his lungs refused to cooperate. He tried to get his gun up, but another blow smashed into his right arm, and the shotgun dropped out of his hand to dangle from its strap. Joe turned around to face his attacker, and his stomach turned over.

      “I think he’s talking about us,” said the girl who’d been pounding Joe with a yard-long iron pipe. She grinned around a mouthful of jagged teeth. Her ears were long and tapered to scalloped points that jutted through her greasy hair. Her nose was a convoluted mass of wrinkles and whorls that was upturned to reveal a pair of ruby red nostrils.

      She had two friends with her, and Joe didn’t like those odds at all. They were cultists of the Haunter in Darkness, survivors who’d decided not to turn away from the darkness after Joe drove their god away. “I knew I should’ve killed all you assholes when I had the chance.”

      The girl grinned and whirled the steel pipe like a demented cheerleader. “Ain’t you glad we came back to give you another chance?”

      Then the cultists howled, and Joe hoped he had enough juice left to survive this fight.
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      The girl whipped the pipe up over her head and through a sweeping circle before slashing it down at Joe’s face. He lunged to the side, and the pipe plowed a dent into the Ranchero’s roof with an echoing clang. Joe’s right arm was still numb, but he managed a left-handed roundhouse that caught the girl below the ribs and rocked her back onto her heels.

      Before he could follow through with another attack, Joe had to back away and defend himself from the second cultist. This one had accentuated his bat-like features with shaded tattoos that transformed his face into a permanent bestial scowl. The tattooed freak launched a series of fast jabs that drove Joe away from the car and forced him onto the defensive. Joe didn’t know what had changed, but the Haunter’s followers had seriously upgraded their fighting skills since last they’d tangled.

      The third fighter came in on Joe’s blind side and drove a vicious kick into Joe’s lower back. The attack blew the strength out of Joe’s legs, and he crumpled to his knees.

      The woman reentered the fray and slammed the pipe into Joe’s right shoulder. Joe fell forward and stopped his fall with his left hand. He needed to switch things up before the cultists overwhelmed him and Frank got away yet again.

      The tattooed man stepped forward to kick Joe in the face, but the Night Marshal didn’t wait for the attack. He threw himself forward and crashed into the man’s knees, knocking them both to the ground.

      Joe scrambled up his opponent’s body and straddled his torso, knees pinning the man’s arms to his side. He reared back and drove a punch straight into the middle of the freak’s deformed snout, further flattening it and spraying blood over both of them. Joe raised his fist for another punch but heard someone coming up on his left and had to roll away to avoid that attack.

      He got back to his feet and faced the two cultists still in the fight. The woman kept the pipe weaving in front of her, twirling it around her hand. The second man had a knife out, and it looked like he knew how to use it. They advanced toward Joe, moving in tandem, spreading out so he couldn’t keep his eyes on both of them at once.

      His right arm was still too numb to wield the shotgun, but Joe had to give it a try. He fumbled with the weapon, trying to get his hand around the grip, but his fingers were nerveless and couldn’t handle the job.

      The knife man darted forward and swept the blade in a broad arc aimed at Joe’s gut. The Night Marshal hopped back, and the blade narrowly missed him. What didn’t miss him was the woman’s pipe, which crashed into his right arm just above the elbow. Joe couldn’t feel pain from the blow, just the force of its impact. He couldn’t tell if his arm was broken or just badly bruised, but he knew he couldn’t take many more hits from that pipe.

      Rather than back away from the woman, he circled in close to her, trying to keep her between himself and the knife man. He couldn’t afford to let them flank him again; he had to stay in tight to keep them from both attacking him at once.

      Up close, the woman couldn’t get the room she needed to swing her pipe. She reared back to attack, but her swing was too short, and Joe grabbed her wrist with his left hand. He turned with the attack and twisted her arm, wrenching it around as she stumbled past him. She tripped over her own feet and started to fall, but Joe didn’t let go. He stomped down hard on her shoulder and twisted her arm against his foot. Her shoulder came apart with a sickening crunch, and she lost her grip on the pipe.

      The knife man swooped in for another slice, and Joe stepped over the fallen woman to avoid it. The knife man reversed his strike with a wicked backhand slice. Joe blocked that attack with the woman’s arm. Blood sprayed from her savaged forearm, and she screamed a litany of black curses that Joe couldn’t help but find impressive.

      Frank finally got the Ranchero started. Its engine coughed to life, and thick black clouds of burning oil plumed from its exhaust. “Dammit, Frank,” Joe shouted, “don’t you fucking run!”

      The knife wielder rushed past the fallen woman, driving his knife down at Joe in a vicious overhand strike. The blade slashed through Joe’s shirt and opened a shallow gash down the left side of his chest.

      Joe lost his grip on the woman’s wrecked arm and staggered away from this new attack. He sucked in a gasp at the cold pain of the open wound. He felt nauseated and dizzy, and now his left arm felt weak. He was running out of ways to fight back.

      The knife man kept up his attack, swiping the blade in a flurry of slashes that kept Joe backing away. The Night Marshal knew if he stumbled or hesitated the knife would find his flesh again. If he went down, he knew he wouldn’t be getting back up.

      The Ranchero’s engine roared again, and Joe heard its wheels chewing up the gravel behind him. He cursed Frank and vowed that if he ever caught up with him, he was going to blow his head clean off his shoulders. He was trying to save the guy, couldn’t he see that? Fucking asshole.

      But the engine noise wasn’t getting fainter, as Joe would have expected if Frank was trying to flee the scene. It was getting closer.

      The knife man paused his attack, and Joe suddenly understood what was happening. Without thought, he lunged forward and to the side then hurled his weight into an awkward shoulder block that caught his opponent off guard. The knife man stumbled to the side, off balance.

      The Ranchero, which had been barreling across the yard at Joe’s back, slammed into the cultist. His body rag dolled up over the hood and bounced off the windshield, leaving behind a spider web of bloody cracks. The man slithered across the roof of the car and off its side.

      Frank slammed on his brakes in a panic, and the Ranchero’s engine died. He hunkered over the wheel and cranked the ignition again and again, but the car’s only response was a weak grinding noise.

      Joe stormed up to the car and landed a left-handed punch across Frank’s jaw. He wrenched the door open and dragged Frank out of the car by his shirt. “I guess were doing this the hard way,” Joe said.

      Frank opened his mouth to protest, but Joe silenced him with a vicious headbutt. Frank slumped against the side of the Ranchero, bloody drool leaking from the corner of his mouth. Joe reckoned he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. He turned his attention back to the cultists.

      The knife man was down and most likely dead. His body was twisted at an unnatural angle in the tall weeds, motionless. The woman was still screeching, lying on the ground, clutching her shoulder with her good hand. She was pissed as hell, but Joe didn’t think she had any real fight left in her. The tattooed man, on the other hand, was recovering from Joe’s beating and had enough guts to get back on his feet.

      The feeling was returning to Joe’s right arm, at least enough for him to lift his shotgun on its strap and aim it at the tattooed man. He kept both barrels centered on the man’s chest as he approached him. “How’d you dickweeds know I was going to be here?”

      The man spat at Joe’s feet. “Ain’t telling you nothing.”

      Joe frowned. “Then I guess I’ll splatter your brains across the grass and see if your girlfriend is feeling more talkative.”

      He thumbed the shotgun’s hammers back.

      The cultist gulped and thought better of his bravado. “It was foretold. The Haunter in Darkness guided us to this place.”

      The news troubled Joe. If the Haunter’s cult was coming back for round two, things were about to get a lot messier than he’d planned. “How many others are coming?”

      The tattooed man grinned, revealing rows of bloody needle teeth. “Enough.”

      “Let me give you assholes a little advice. I fucked up your god, and if you come back around here, I’m going to finish the job. If I were you, I’d pack my shit and get out of town. You leave Pitchfork, and you’re not my problem anymore. That means I’m not your problem, either. But if you want to fight,” Joe said, nudging the cultist with the shotgun, “then me and mine are more than ready to give it to you.”

      The cultists sneered. “The Haunter will—”

      Joe had heard enough. He drove the shotgun’s barrels into the side of the man’s head and let him fall unconscious back into the grass.

      He stalked over to the screaming woman and nudged her wounded shoulder with his boot. She shrieked and glared at him with blood-red eyes.

      Joe closed his eyes and shifted his vision into the supernatural spectrum. He squinted, trying to remember how it felt when he reached out to touch the sheriff’s connection to the Long Man. The world blurred around the wounded woman, even as she sprang into sharper focus. A fiery three-lobed eye blazed to life on her forehead, and Joe could see a burning thread leading into the air from its center. But this thread didn’t spiral off out of sight; it hung in the air between Joe and the woman. He knew if he had a mirror he’d be able to see that thread burrowing into his head, linking the last surviving piece of the Haunter in Darkness to its cultist. Now that he was tuned to the Haunter’s frequency, he could see dozens of other threads pouring out of his head and floating off in every direction.

      While Joe had believed the Haunter was safely trapped within the confines of his skull, the crafty old god had been busy reaching out and getting its people ready for another attack on Pitchfork. It was time for that to stop.

      “Your god can’t do shit for you now, lady.” Joe rested the shotgun’s gaping barrels on the girl’s stomach. “I’ll give it credit for being a sneaky motherfucker, but now that I know what it’s up to, you won’t be hearing from it again. Believe that.”

      The woman scowled at Joe but didn’t seem to care about the shotgun digging into her gut. “Our god is everywhere. It sees all. It knows all. It is eternal.”

      Joe leaned on the shotgun, and its barrels pressed into the cultist’s gut. Her mouth opened, a red O of surprise and pain, and Joe saw the first flicker of doubt in her eyes. “All that’s left of your god is inside me. Is that the kind of god you really want to be hitching your wagon to?”

      The cultist sneered at Joe and bared a mouthful of spiky teeth. “We will free him, and he will make you suf—”

      “Enough of the bullshit. I’m going to give you a chance to get out of here alive. An opportunity to go tell all your little buddies to get the hell out of Pitchfork and never come back. But if you want to live, then there’s something I need from you.”

      The girl glared at Joe but didn’t spit any more epithets at him. She was listening, her survival instinct overriding her devotion to a god that didn’t seem ready to rescue her.

      Joe glanced over his shoulder. Frank still looked like he was out of commission, but he was a sneaky motherfucker, and Joe didn’t want to take any chances he’d get wind of the plan and throw a wrench into the works.

      The Night Marshal knelt next to the cultist and kept his voice low as he explained what he wanted. The cultist’s eyes widened, rage burning in them, but Joe could see the defeat there, too. For a moment, she said nothing. She nodded, and Joe pressed his badge tight to her forehead.

      She closed her eyes and let out a long, shuddering sigh.  When she opened them again, her brown eyes were soft and almost human again.  She said the words Joe had asked and finished with an addition of her own, “I so swear it, by my blood and bond.”

      The air around them grew chill, and the small noises of the rural night gave way to silence. For a moment, Joe couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. An electric shock pulsed through Joe’s badge, and it took everything he had to keep it from jumping loose of his grasp. A rush of alien sensations rushed through the badge and into Joe, leaving him stunned.

      The girl’s sob broke the spell around them. “What did we do? What did you do to me?”

      Joe didn’t have the words to explain it. He felt sick to his stomach, and the shrieking of the Haunter in his head made it hard to think. He staggered away from the cultist, leaving her alone to ponder the ramifications of her choice.

      Joe wished the woman luck and wished the same for himself. He hadn’t really believed his plan was going to work. He’d almost hoped it wouldn’t. Now that he had proof his theory was right, he felt cold and afraid. He headed back to the Ranchero. The woman’s pain and sorrow stuck with him, and her words echoed in his head. Something was happening to him, but he didn’t have time to deal with it. He shoved his misgivings down deep and did his best to ignore them.

      Frank was starting to come around by the time Joe returned to him. “Get in,” Joe snapped. This had all taken a lot longer than he’d expected, and he hoped they’d get back to the house before all hell broke loose there.

      He had a feeling that what he’d just done was making waves that would spur his enemies to action. He’d kicked the hornets’ nest; now it was time to see who’d get stung.
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      Joe’s head was ground zero in a three-way war between the Long Man, the Haunter in Darkness, and himself. The stunt he’d pulled with the cultist had proved his theory correct, but it had also shown his skull’s other residents that he had some new tricks up his sleeve. They were none too pleased with this development, especially the Haunter in Darkness. Joe had nipped that bat-faced fucker’s connection to its cultists, leaving it all alone inside his head. He felt stronger than before, but most of that strength now had to be used to keep his head’s alien occupants under control.

      Joe clenched his fists around the wheel and tried to keep his vision focused on the white lines in the center of the road. With the two assholes in his head pushing and pulling at his mind, it took everything he had to keep the Ranchero from plowing off the road and into a tree. He’d expected the monsters to be upset, but he hadn’t expected them to completely lose their shit. If he’d trusted Frank at all, which he most certainly did not, he’d have let him drive. Too bad that was out of the question.

      The white-knuckle ride took most of half an hour, but it seemed much longer. Since Joe’s trick with the cultist, he felt out of sorts. His senses were operating on a whole new level. Time moved in fits and spurts, seconds sometimes stretching out for what seemed like hours, minutes racing by a single breath. Joe was relieved to pull the Ranchero up underneath the oak tree in his ,front yard. He killed the engine and yanked the keys out of the ignition. He threw the door open and jerked a thumb toward Frank. “Out of the car. Don’t try anything stupid.”

      Joe retrieved his shotgun from between the Ranchero’s front seats and slung it over his shoulder.

      Frank watched him with wet, wide eyes, licking his lips every time Joe’s hand touched the shotgun. “You’re not going to shoot me with that right?”

      It was amazing that some of these people he had to deal with got through a day without killing themselves through their own stupidity. “Frank, do you think I’d drive you all the way to my house just to shoot you on my front porch?”

      Frank stammered and shuffled his feet before he was able to finally spit out, “I don’t think—I mean I don’t—no?”

      Joe’s head throbbed, and the pain ate up any patience for Frank. “Get in the fucking house, or I will shoot you.”

      Frank scrambled up the front porch and didn’t wait for Joe to open the door for him. He ripped the screen wide and shoved his way through the big oak door into Joe’s living room. When every eye in the house turned on them, he froze and Joe had to give him a shove to get him to take another step.

      As soon as he crossed his threshold, Joe felt the pain leak out of his head and the weight fall from his shoulders. Stevie’s wards kept out most hostile energy, which he was glad to see included the hate pouring out of the two bastards he had trapped in his head. “Everybody, this is Frank Blackbriar. He’s an untrustworthy asshole. Frank, this is everybody. Most of ’em will try and kill you if you do anything stupid.”

      Frank started to speak to the rest of the house, but Joe grabbed him by the collar and steered him toward Elsa’s bedroom. Frank squawked, but Joe wasn’t taking any chances. He shoved the man into his daughter’s bedroom and slammed the door behind them. Frank opened his mouth in protest, and Joe slammed his open palm into the man’s chest. Frank flopped back onto Elsa’s bed then sat up and stared at Joe, mouth closed, eyes open.

      Without a word, Joe yanked the blankets off Elsa’s bed, nearly dumping Frank onto her floor. The Night Marshal grabbed the sheet and twisted it into a taut cord and used it the bind Frank’s wrists together then looped it down around his ankles and knotted them together as well. “I reckon you could get out of these if you tried,” Joe explained, “but if you come out of that door before I come in here and get you, I’m going to pull your head off your shoulders and stuff it up your ass. Stay put.”

      Joe left Frank, speechless, on his daughter’s bed. He retrieved one of the chairs from around the kitchen table and wedged it under the knob of Frank’s makeshift prison. He slapped his palm against the wood. “I’m not going to tell you twice, Frank. Do not leave that room.”

      Joe returned to the living room, where everyone suddenly found their attention drawn to their shoes. Stevie cleared her throat. No one else made a move, but Joe could feel their judgment on him. “What? You think I should’ve brought Frank in, fed him dinner, made him some ice tea? Fuck that. We’ve got work to do, and while I don’t want our mutual adversary killing that guy, I don’t see any reason to treat him nice while I’m keeping him alive. He tried to kill me tonight. Twice.”

      He knew they were scared, and he wasn’t helping matters. He’d showed up with new wounds and murder in his eyes, and as far as any of them knew, Joe’d just strangled Frank in his daughter’s bedroom. They were scared, and at least a little of that was his fault. He took a deep breath. “He’ll be fine. You’re all going to be fine.”

      But he didn’t think he was very convincing.

      Joe pointed at Stevie and Zeke then tilted his head toward the kitchen. “Need to have a little powwow,” he said. He didn’t wait to see if they’d follow into the kitchen. He poured himself a tall glass of iced tea from the pitcher in the refrigerator. It wasn’t sassafras, but the icy chill and shot of caffeine and sugar would do in a pinch. He sat down at the table with his wife and Zeke and pressed the cold glass against his forehead. He felt better already, though, from the looks of his wife and the old man sitting across the table from him, he must not have looked so great.

      Stevie reached out and tugged at the gashes in his shirt. “You look like you got into a fight with a wildcat.”

      Joe chuckled at that. “Not a cat. A handful of bat fuckers. They weren’t feeling very friendly.”

      Zeke and Stevie both narrowed their eyes at the mention of bats. Zeke was the first to speak. “I thought you took care of the bats.”

      Joe shrugged and eased his shotgun’s strap off his shoulder. He put the gun on the table in front of him and let out a deep breath. “It’s like everything else in this goddamned county. You put something down, it’s just as likely to crawl up out of the dirt as stay where you left it. I think I dealt with it for good this time, but who fucking knows.”

      “Wards are all in place. The sheriff is still out, or at least she isn’t making any noise, and I haven’t seen or felt anything moving toward the house. Of course,” Stevie shrugged and let out a weary sigh, “the way things are, something might get pretty close before I felt it.”

      Joe felt Stevie’s pain and embarrassment at her failing power. He wanted to comfort his wife, wanted to tell her it would be all right, but there wasn’t time for them to fool themselves. They were taking a beating, and there was no denying that. He reached out and squeezed her shoulder with one rough hand, and she leaned her cheek against the back of his knuckles. He felt a lump in his throat at the love he felt for his wife. Not so long ago, he didn’t dare imagine they could share a moment like this. And now it might be one of their last.

      “Elsa!” He called for his daughter.

      She scampered into the kitchen on hands and feet and swung up onto the table next to Joe with the ease and grace of a monkey. Her lion’s mane of blonde hair hid her face, leaving only her pink lips and soft chin visible. “There’s nothing out there,” she said, anticipating Joe’s question. “All my friends are gathered around the house, and none of them can sense anything.”

      Stevie squeezed Elsa’s elbow and winked at her daughter. “You tell us right away if that changes, okay?”

      Elsa swiveled on the table and threw her arms around her mother’s neck. “Sure, Mama.” She paused then tilted her head toward Joe. “And I’ll tell Al to keep an eye on our guests.”

      Joe watched his little girl bounce off the table and disappear from the kitchen, giggling as she ran away on bare feet and calloused palms. He tried to remind himself that she was just a little girl, but she seemed to be inside all of their heads more often than not these days. It made him wonder what other abilities she hadn’t revealed to them. More importantly, he wondered where those talents sprang from.

      “Joe,” Stevie said, her voice flat and cold. She knew how he felt about Elsa, knew about his worries about their little girl and her dead friends, and she didn’t like it one little bit. “Now what do we do? Hunker down until the spider goddess gets bored and leaves town?”

      Joe buried his face in his hands. He didn’t want to get into the details of his plan, but he knew there was no sense trying to avoid it. Stevie deserved to know what he was up to, and it wouldn’t hurt to have Zeke’s input as well. He leaned in and lowered his voice, doing the best he could to keep his words at the table.

      It wasn’t so much a plan as a theory, and one that he had a hard time putting into words. But between what he’d done to the cultist and what had happened with the sheriff, it was a theory that had at least a chance of working. The problem was if it didn’t work, Joe’s ass was going to be way out on a ledge with no way to climb down.

      He was also afraid of what would happen if his plan succeeded. He knew it would change him, but he didn’t know how. That part, he kept to himself.

      Stevie considered what he’d told her. She scowled at him and wrapped both hands around his right forearm. She stared into his eyes so he could see her misgivings and feel her fear. “You’re risking an awful lot for people who don’t really give a shit about you. I don’t think think you ought to do it.”

      Zeke scratched at his scruffy beard and gnawed at his unlit pipe. “Yer messing with powers none of us really understand. It’s not just yer boss yer going to piss off. I reckon it’ll work, but even if ya survive it, yer going to have a whole passel of new enemies when it’s over.”

      Joe knew their arguments held merit. All the old legends he’d heard about someone messing about with this kind of thing always ended poorly. And while it might save Pitchfork from Itsike’s grasping claws, it wasn’t a permanent fix. The Long Man was right—there was always someone looking to claim an empty throne.

      Joe chewed his lower lip and sighed. “You’re both right. It’s dangerous as hell, and maybe some of these people don’t deserve saving. But, it’s not just about them. It’s not even just about Pitchfork. Something tells me that all these problems popping up are part of something bigger, something that started when those dipshits poked a hole in the world and tried to bring their bat god through.”

      And maybe, he thought to himself, the little stunt I pulled back then helped kick things off, too.

      He felt like ever since he’d run into the half-made girls the world had been unraveling, spinning itself apart one thread at a time. He had to keep yet another monster from ripping up a chunk of reality and gobbling it down. He had to take a stand.

      Stevie squeezed his hand. “If you think it’s the right thing to do, I’ll back your play as best I can with my magic all busted up.”

      Joe returned the squeeze. He turned his attention to Zeke. “What about you, old man? Any words of advice from your years of wisdom? Or you holding out on me until the shit blows up in my face so you can tell me what a stupid plan I had?”

      That last hit a little bit closer to home than Joe had intended. Zeke’s eyes watered at the reminder of the secrets he’d kept from the Night Marshal. Joe wanted to take it back, but at the same time he wanted the old man to remember the pain and trouble his secrets had caused. If Joe had his way, Zeke would never hide the truth from him again.

      “I suggest ya get going and finish it quick. Once ya start, a lot of things are gonna know what yer up to, and they’re gonna want to stop ya.”

      “What happens next?” Stevie asked.

      Joe pushed back from the table and retrieved his shotgun from its scarred surface. He slung the weapon over his shoulder and grinned. “I’m gonna go break all the goddamned rules.”
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      Joe stopped at the staircase opposite Elsa’s room and clapped his hand on Al’s shoulder. “Anything but me comes out of Elsa’s room, you’re gonna need to kill it.”

      Al raised an eyebrow. “Mom’s not gonna be happy if I get blood all over the carpets.”

      “You’ll just have to take one for the team.” Joe pulled the chair out from underneath Elsa’s doorknob. “Stick that back under the knob once I get inside. Don’t open the door no matter what you hear. It’s probably gonna get noisy.”

      “You? Noisy? Certainly not.”

      “Don’t be a smartass, kid.” Joe opened Elsa’s door and slipped inside. He shut the door and leaned back against it. He didn’t move until he heard Al slide the chair back under the knob. No sense taking chances.

      Frank looked like he’d managed to wind himself up into a hissy fit in the short time he’d been alone in the room. He was off the bed, face red with exertion, wrists rubbed raw from his attempts to escape. He stared up at Joe like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar and tried inchworming away from the Night Marshal.

      Joe watched his old enemy for a few moments, wondering if any of this was worth the effort. The world was full of people like Frank, assholes who believed everyone owed them something, people willing to tear down everything to get just a little bit more for themselves. None of that that was going to change even if Joe’s plan worked. Dickheads would just keep on shitting on everyone until they drowned the world.

      On the other hand, Joe wasn’t going to just give up because he didn’t like most of the people in the world. Some motherfucker had come to his county and tried to take it over, and he wasn’t about to let that slide.

      Joe walked over and used the toe of his hobnailed boot to flip Frank onto his back. “You’re hurting my feelings, Frank. All the work I did to save your sorry ass, and all you can think about is trying to sneak out on me? That’s some bullshit right there.”

      Frank was trying to relieve the pressure on his arms and legs, which were bent back behind him and flattened under his weight. “Let me go,” he gasped. “You’re tearing my arms out of their sockets.”

      Making Frank comfortable wasn’t going to work to Joe’s advantage. He needed the man in pain, terrified for his life. It turned Joe’s stomach and reminded him of the bad old days of boozing and bashing skulls, but sometimes the old ways were the only ones that still worked. Joe stepped on Frank’s chest, bringing all his weight to bear. “You think this hurts? You don’t know anything about pain. Not yet.”

      Terror nailed Frank’s eyes open. “Whatever you’re thinking about doing, just don’t, man. If this is about those bat freaks, that wasn’t my idea. You’ve gotta believe me: I didn’t have no choice.”

      Keeping his weight on Frank, Joe let the shotgun slide down from his shoulder into his right hand. He pressed both barrels against Frank’s lips and made a shushing noise. “I’m going to need you to shut the fuck up unless you’re answering a question for me. Here’s your first chance to make yourself useful. What do you know about this bullshit with the spiders?”

      Joe removed the shotgun from Frank’s face. Frank opened his mouth and immediately began spewing a torrent of panic-spurred nonsense. “I don’t know anything; I have no idea what you’re talking about; what do you mean, spiders?”

      Joe put all his weight on the foot holding Frank to the floor. He lifted his other leg and held his position until Frank’s eyes bugged from their sockets and his words trickled off to a high-pitched whine. “See? That’s not useful, so now I have to hurt you.”

      A dark, ugly thread of satisfaction wormed its way into Joe’s lizard brain. He knew this wasn’t something he should enjoy, but he couldn’t deny the primal pleasure he felt in venting his rage and frustration on a man he knew was a complete piece of shit. Before he could get used to that feeling, he stepped off Frank.

      “I don’t know,” Frank blurted once he could breathe again. “Please—”

      Joel returned the shotgun’s barrels to Frank’s mouth, and the cold steel kissed him with enough force to split his upper lip. “Okay, Frank, let’s do this the hard way.”

      Joe closed his eyes and let his vision drift into the occult. It was time to get down to business.

      From the time he’d spent with the sheriff outside, and what he’d seen when fighting the cultists, he knew that stress—whether from pain or fear—loosened the tie between the gods and their followers.

      “What’re you gonna do to me?” The fear was still holding Frank’s eyes open and locked on Joe. The Night Marshal let Frank stew in his own terror, watching as fear of the unknown burrowed into the man’s thoughts. Years of violence and threats of violence from Joe wore on Frank, pouring gasoline onto the flames of his panic.

      Joe didn’t say a word, didn’t even stomp down on Frank or push the shotgun at him. He just watched, his face a blank mask of indifference. A familiar dead feeling, the dark instinct that had guided his hand when his brain was too soaked with whiskey to handle the job, was filling him up. If he let it, the darkness would snuff out Frank’s life. He did his best to hold it at bay, to keep it right there on his face where Frank could see it without letting it go any further.

      It was hard to straddle that line, but nothing in his job had ever been easy. Joe kept his stare burning into Frank’s eyes, let the man see how close he was to the kind of murderous rage that had earned the Night Marshal his reputation in Pitchfork. It made Joe sick; he’d worked so hard to back away from the fear and the blood, only to find himself returning to it when the chips were down.

      The air above Frank shimmered, and Joe could see what he needed. A gossamer thread stitched Itsike’s eight-legged symbol to Frank’s forehead, and its free end floated up and away, headed for the spider goddess. “Got you, bitch.”

      Joe pulled his badge out of his pocket and jammed it against Frank’s forehead. Frank bucked against the badge’s touch. Sparks danced around the badge, and Joe felt his skin tingle with a cloak of static electricity. Itsike tried to pull away from Joe’s grasp, but she was bound to her follower. As long as Frank was alive, she couldn’t escape.

      Joe concentrated on twisting the connection between Itsike and Frank to his badge. He reeled it in, ignoring the screeches of protest from the Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness. His plan was working.

      Frank’s head twisted on his neck from left to right and then back again as if denying what was happening to him. As Joe wound Itsike’s power around his badge, Frank’s eyes rolled back into his skull, and his entire body began to tremble.

      Sudden resistance shocked Joe. His mind spun as the adversary’s power stung his hands and whipped free of his badge. It lashed out at him, and Joe felt his own power being sapped. If he didn’t come up with a new plan soon, his little trick was going to cost him a lot more than he stood to gain.

      He was dizzy and nauseated, and his balance deserted him. Joe found himself kneeling next to Frank, their faces a foot apart. The symbol blazed on Frank’s forehead, reasserting its control over the man. Joe ground the badge against Frank’s forehead, but he couldn’t reconnect to Itsike’s bond.

      “You aren’t strong enough,” Frank whispered through bloodied lips. “You can’t just take me from her.”

      Joe let the shotgun fall from his grip and grabbed the sides of Frank’s head with both hands. “Let her go,” he growled as he squeezed his hands together. He ground his palms against Frank’s ears and twisted the cartilage in them. “Let her go, or I swear I’ll rip your fucking ears off.”

      The adversary pulled at Joe, sucking at his power like a vampiric mosquito latched onto his carotid artery. He could feel himself fading. He didn’t have much time left. The tug-of-war between Itsike and Joe was wearing the Night Marshal out. Frank wasn’t faring any better, and Joe didn’t know how much more of it the man could take. He needed to end this before one of them wound up dead.

      To be sure Frank could hear him, Joe leaned in close to his ear. “She’ll kill you before she lets you go, Frank. You keep calling out for her, she won’t need to send the spider-beast after you. If you want to live, there’s only one way out.”

      Joe whispered what Frank needed to do. He hoped the man could hear and his instructions were clear because if Frank didn’t do his part, they were both fucked.

      He let Frank go and rocked back onto his haunches. He needed to turn all of his attention to holding off the spider goddess and making sure she didn’t turn him inside out. Joe’d thought his internal struggles with the Long Man were bad enough, but they were nothing compared to this new war. Itsike was hungry and furious and wanted Joe dead.

      Frank’s eyes flickered open, and heavy tears rolled from their corners. He glared at Joe and sobbed, “You won’t be happy until you’ve taken everything from me, will you?”

      The distraction cost Joe, and he felt Itsike steal away more of his energy. He curled his fist in Frank’s shirt. “This isn’t about you. Do it, or we’re both going to die.”

      And for that moment, Joe believed Frank would be satisfied with that ending to his miserable life. This was Frank’s big chance. If he wanted to kill Joe, all he had to do was let it happen.

      But like all cowards, Frank didn’t really have the strength of his convictions. As much as he hated Joe, as much as he wanted to see the Night Marshal die, he wanted to live even more.

      “I forsake her,” he murmured.

      Joe shook Frank like a pit bull with a chew toy. He jammed his badge against Frank’s forehead until he felt the skin split. “You can’t just say the words! You have to mean it.”

      “She’ll kill me.” Joe could see the fear in Frank’s eyes. He’d known all along what was happening but hadn’t had the guts to come to Joe for help. Even now, he was hedging his bets, trying to hold back until he could see who was going to win this thing, and Joe knew that would get them both killed. It was time for Frank to see the light.

      The struggle against Itsike was grinding Joe down to nothing. This was his last chance. He grabbed the shotgun, swung it toward Frank’s head, and squeezed the left trigger.

      There was a flash of silver smoke and green fire, and Elsa’s room filled with the stink of scorched blood and fresh piss. Frank was screaming, which relieved Joe. He hadn’t really been trying to kill the guy.

      But he’d made his point. The shotgun’s blast had been close enough to shred Frank’s ear and scorch the left side of his face black. His green eyes blazed with a frantic energy that shone through the soot on his face.

      “I forsake her!” Frank screamed. “I forsake her! I swear to you! There is no power greater than you!”

      He must’ve meant it that time.

      The adversary screamed, and her anguish echoed through the room. It was a banshee’s cry of rage and a promise of vengeance. He was so stunned that Frank had actually done what he was told that Joe almost missed his chance.

      The thread binding Frank to the adversary was coming loose. Joe pounced on Frank and pushed his badge against his forehead. He latched the power of the Night Marshal’s office onto the glistening thread of Itsike’s power and held on tight.

      Itsike tried to pull away but didn’t have the strength to resist him without a mortal to anchor her connection to the world of men. Joe wound the thread around his badge, and Itsike’s power flowed into Joe along with a vertiginous euphoria.

      He’d done it. He’d stolen the connection between Frank and Itsike, taking some of the old god’s occult strength for his own.

      Then the hammer fell.
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      Something else had come into to Joe along with Itsike’s power. Something he hadn’t expected.

      He grabbed Frank and lifted him off the floor by the front of his shirt. “What did you do to me?”

      Frank wailed through his tears. “My life for you! There are no others before you!”

      The words echoed through Joe. He could feel them in his bones, a desperate plea for mercy. He hadn’t merely stolen Itsike’s power from Frank; he’d stolen her connection to him.

      He could feel Frank’s terror throbbing in his head like the ache of a rotting tooth. But he could also feel something else. Frank’s naked adulation of a power great than his. It made Joe sick. He took a deep breath and tried to push the feelings away. They moved to the back of his mind, but they were still there. If Zeke was right, those feelings would always be there. Until he or Frank died.

      The implications were horrifying, but Joe pushed them away before he was paralyzed by the consequences of his action. Once he’d dealt with Itsike, once Pitchfork was safe again, he’d take a closer look at this. But not until then.

      He clenched his shotgun in his right fist and left Frank weeping on the floor of Elsa’s room.

      His family had gathered outside the door and watched him now with frightened eyes. Joe wanted to explain to them that he was all right, but he didn’t have it in him to come up with a convincing lie. Instead, he reached past Al and cupped the back of his wife’s head in his left hand. He pulled her forward and kissed her gently, tasting her breath, memorizing the feel of her lips against his. He tried to put years of lost love into that gesture, tried to press everything Stevie deserved into it.

      Joe closed his eyes as he let Stevie go. He didn’t want to see the fear on her face.

      Then he knelt and hugged Elsa. Her wild hair tickled his nose, and her wiry arms and legs wrapped around his torso with fierce strength. She whispered in his ear, “You ain’t what you was, but I don’t care. I love you, Daddy. Please please please come back.”

      Joe pried his daughter off and turned his attention to Al. His son was no longer a child, not even just a teenager. Something had changed in him in the past few months, and the transformation was more profound than Joe had recognized. Al had become a man, strong and good down to his core. Joe clasped his hand on Al’s shoulder and stared into his eyes. “Take care of them until I get back. If the Laralaine or Frank get squirrelly, do whatever you have to do to keep them safe.”

      Joe didn’t wait for his family to respond. What he had to do next was going to change everything they thought about him, and might change everything Joe thought he knew about himself. He needed to get it over with. This was the piece of his plan he hadn’t explained to them because he knew they wouldn’t be able to understand it. He hoped they wouldn’t hate him for what he was about to do.

      He took on Zeke first. The words tasted like ash on his tongue. “Swear to me, Zeke. Swear to me above all others.”

      Zeke held his eyes for a moment then had to look away. “Or what? Ya gonna shoot me like ya shot Frank?”

      Joe didn’t want it to be this way, but he didn’t have a choice. He let the killing mask fall over his face. He felt his eyes grow cold and dead. He told himself he had to do this. He told himself that it was the only way. They had to believe, or they were all going to die. “Yeah. I reckon you either do this, or you’re dead one way or the other. You’ll probably thank me if I do it. At the least I ain’t gonna eat your guts.”

      “I won’t do it. Whatever the hell ya think yer doing, ya know it’s wrong. I ain’t feeding into that.”

      “Okay then.” Joe pressed the shotgun’s barrels against Zeke’s forehead. He was shaking so bad as he did it, he was afraid he might squeeze the trigger on accident and paint the back half of the living room with the inside of the old man’s head. He could taste vomit against the back of his throat and longed for a slug of Gentleman Jack to wash it away. He could see the stubborn core in Zeke’s eyes and was suddenly afraid he was going to have to carry out his threat. If he didn’t convince the old man to swear to him, he’d have to do it. “You have to give it up, old man. You have to pick a side. And you have to do it right fucking now.”

      They stared at one another along the length of the shotgun. Joe had known the old man for his entire life, and while they’d only recently become friends, there were decades of respect between them. They’d had hard jobs to do, and they’d done them as best they could. Joe’s finger tightened on the shotgun’s trigger.

      Zeke spoke at last. “Ya don’t know what yer dealing with. Ya don’t know what this is going to change.”

      “You’re probably right. I don’t give a damn, either. This is the only shot we’ve got, and I have to take it. Make the call, Zeke.”

      The light went out of the old man’s eyes. He seemed to shrink, and all the years caught up with him at once. Joe would swear, later, that he’d seen new wrinkles form on Zeke’s face in that one moment. When the old man spoke, he enunciated his words with care, and his accent vanished. “I swear to you. I forsake all other oaths and bonds, and I swear to you. There will be no other before you, and none will come after.”

      Joe pressed his badge to Zeke’s forehead. The thread binding Zeke to the spider goddess snapped clean in two. Joe’s supernatural sight was flooded by a sparking haze of power. Itsike had invested much more in Zeke’s family than she’d wasted on the Blackbriars. In that moment, Joe realized that all of the yarb doctor’s power had come from the spider goddess, and a deep sadness settled over his heart. He’d never really known the old man at all.

      Joe wound the flailing end of Itsike’s thread around his badge. A blast of power flooded into him and left him gasping. He steeled himself against the emotions he felt roiling through the connection he had to Zeke. It was harder than he’d thought it would be.

      The Night Marshal took a deep breath and turned to the Woodhawks. As he headed toward the couch holding the three of them, their fear rose like a violet cloud in his supernatural vision.

      Only Trevor bore Itsike’s mark, which was easy for Joe to see now that he knew what to look for, but the three of them were already scrambling to give up their allegiance to the adversary. Their words tumbled over one another in an avalanche of disjointed syllables. He could feel their belief; the sudden switch of allegiance from the adversary to him hit with a rush like a vein load of heroin.

      He was stronger now and had no trouble snatching the loose end of the connection from Trevor. It snapped into place and fed him strength. It was as if this was Joe’s right, as if the power itself had always belonged to him.

      A tiny voice in the back of Joe’s head warned him that this was how it started. He hung in the balance between what he had been and what he was becoming, and his decisions over the next few hours would decide his ultimate fate. He was changing, but it was up to him how he would change.

      He could feel the spider goddess out there, weakened but enraged. He had to find her; he had to finish this. Now. “I have to go,” he croaked.

      Elsa slipped out from around her mama with a gun belt hanging over her shoulder. The pistols of Joe’s father were snug in their holsters. She handed the weapons to Joe. When he took hold of the belt, she pulled it to bring him closer. “They say you ain’ done yet, Daddy. You gotta fortify your position afore you go into battle. You gotta raise your banners.”

      “Who told you that, little bit?”

      She smiled, and a flicker of blue lit her eyes from within. “The dead. They want you to win, Daddy. But you gotta do what they say, all right?”

      Joe nodded and tried to make sense of his daughter’s words. He didn’t have any banners to fly. He strapped the guns around his hips, patted his daughter on the head.

      Stevie held his gaze, her eyes brimming with tears she was too proud to shed. His heart ached for her. He’d never loved anyone like he’d loved his wife and knew he never would. “I’ll be home soon,” he said, voice choked with emotions he could no longer contain. “Be safe.”

      Joe staggered from the house, trying to come to grips with his newfound strength and all that it entailed. As he left, he could feel the weight of his friends and family staring at his back. He could feel their confusion and fear and hoped, in time, that he could undo the damage he’d just caused.

      Joe hoped he’d live to have that chance.

      But he didn’t believe he would.
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      Joe left the Ranchero parked on the side of the road and trudged up the hill toward a lightning-blasted tree at its summit. The crooked old walnut tree stood like a lone sentinel in the moonlight. After all these years, Joe was surprised it was still standing. He caught his breath in its shadow and ran his fingers along the black scars that adorned its trunk. He’d killed his first monster right there. He’d chased the devil cat up the hill and around the tree. He’d wounded it with his hunting rifle, but he’d run out of bullets by the time they were face to face. It’d come down to his knife and its claws, and, in the end, Joe’d been just a little faster and a little less willing to die. He still carried that knife in his satchel and its foot-long blade was never dull. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d drawn it in anger. He hoped he still had the skill to use it without lopping off one of his fingers.

      Joe dug through the snow and soil at the walnut tree’s roots with his hands. He thought of Itsike’s steles and how she’d used them to stake her claim on Pitchfork. Elsa had warned Joe to do the same, and he took his little girl’s words seriously. He dumped the first of his markers into the hole and covered it with Pitchfork’s earth. He tamped the earth down with his boots and brushed the turned dirt with his fingertips. He didn’t have any words to say but didn’t need them.

      He traveled to a hilltop cemetery and dug another hole. His days had nearly run to an end at this spot. A revenant had opened its tomb in search of vengeance and had tried to claim Joe as its next victim. He’d been so young then, and so scared. He shook his head at the memory of the fire he’d set to save his own skin. Some of the tombstones still bore the dark marks of that battle. Even Preacher Walker’s blessing hadn’t been enough to completely purify the place, but no murderous spirits had crawled out of it since.

      The gravedigger’s shed was unlocked, and Joe helped himself to a shovel. He dug a hole in front of the revenant’s tomb and buried his second marker. He could feel eyes on him as he dug and knew that his enemies were recovering. They were wondering what he was up to and where he’d gone. He smoothed the earth over the second marker with the back of the shovel’s blade. “Almost time, assholes.”

      By the time he reached his last stop, it was well on toward midnight. The moon was high overhead, and its idiot face glared down at Joe’s work. He didn’t dig a hole here because there was already one waiting for him. The well’s crumbling mouth moaned as a brisk breeze blew across it. Joe stood at its edge and stared down into the darkness. Black ash swirled around his feet, and the stench of rotting death rose up to meet him. Had it really been less than a year since he’d crawled up out of this hole and thought he’d won? “Fucking idiot,” he whispered to his former self, and dropped the last of his markers down the hole.

      Joe didn’t hear it hit the bottom of the well, but he felt it. An electric tingle raced up his spine, and a quiet humming noise tickled his ears. It ways like standing next to an electric plant when it kicked on. There was power here. His power. “All right, then,” he whispered to himself. “Let’s get this party started.”
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      Joe let his mind drift as he drove the Ranchero into battle. He didn’t know where Itsike was hiding, but he could feel her out there. They were bound together by the power he’d stolen, and he let that bond guide him. When he arrived at his destination, he couldn’t help but unleash a bitter laugh. “Of course this is where it ends. Where else would it be?”

      Though the dark gates looked much the same as he remembered, Joe could feel a difference in the Black Lodge. After he'd crippled the Long Man following his confrontation with the half-made girls, the place had felt rotten and hollowed out. There had been a sense of decay that was absent now. The trees along the road to the Lodge were taller, and their branches laced together overhead like the bars of a cage.

      Joe tried not to look into the shadows that filled the pockets between the trees. The mastiffs that once guarded the Black Lodge were long gone, stolen away to become Al’s pack, but there was something else moving through the trees. Whatever it was, Joe didn't want to see it. Not yet. He had another monster to focus on.

      The Lodge’s dark stone walls were smooth and polished to such a sheen they reflected the Ranchero's lights like a wall of mirrors. When Joe killed the car's engine and its headlights died, the walls echoed the stars overhead and shattered the moon’s pale light into a thousand milky shards. The Long Man’s home always reflected its owner; the fact it looked like some sort of fantasy novel fortress these days chipped away at Joe’s confidence. "Might as well get this over with, before I start pissing down my leg.”

      Joe hopped out of his stolen car and retrieved his satchel from behind its seat. He felt empty-handed, unprepared. He’d made a mistake, and he was about to pay for it. He hadn’t expected to be facing the Long Man and Itsike. “Shoulda thought this through a little better,” he grumbled as he walked toward the Lodge.

      The front doors were open and waiting for him like a giant’s yawning maw. He slung his satchel over his shoulder and fished his badge out of his duster’s pocket. He pinned the silver circle over his heart and was surprised to find it bolstered his confidence.

      Black candles sputtered to life as he approached the house. They were short and squat, and their flames shed just enough light to cast sinister shadows. More tiny fires ignited as he entered the house, but their light showed him little other than a few feet of floor ahead of him. The candles kept pace with him, lighting just ahead of him and snuffing out as he passed them.

      He also noticed that the rooms that had once lined the entryway were gone. The arches that had opened onto them remained, but they were now sealed up with the same shining stones that made up the Black Lodge's exterior walls. As he passed by the choked archways, Joe heard unwholesome noises from beyond the barriers. Gibbering voices clamored for his attention as he approached, fading to incomprehensible sobbing as he passed by them. “If I get out of this in one piece, I’m going to level this fucking place.”

      The hallway ended in the sitting room as it always had, but the room had grown impossibly large. Its walls rose to such heights that the ceiling was lost in shadowed gloom, and the firelight from the hearth could not reach the room’s boundaries. The Long Man's twisted chair had grown into a throne of cracked bones, twisted blades, and bloody sinews that defied all rules of construction and geometry.

      The Long Man had changed as well. His black suit shimmered with threads of violet light that cast his face in sharp relief. His eyes were chips of black crystal as expressionless as a shark's. He stood before the hearth, but the fire’s illumination seemed loath to touch him. Only his mouth moved as Joe entered the room, quirking up at its edges. “I see you found your way here again. To what do I owe the pleasure of your appearance? Would you like a drink?"

      Joe rolled his eyes. "I don't know what's going on here, but I'm pretty fucking sick of it already. I'm not even hunting you today, so why’d you stick your beak into this mess?"

      The Long Man took a seat on his throne, and it creaked beneath his emaciated frame. "So who are you hunting today? If not me, why come to the Lodge?"

      Joe could tell the old monster was messing with him because of the way his thin lips twisted into a grin at the end of his sentences. What Joe didn't understand was why. The Long Man had nothing to gain by allying himself with Itsike. After all, she'd come to Pitchfork to take back the territory she believed was hers. Joe didn't think the Long Man was going to sit still and allow that to happen. With his thoughts still buzzing like a pack of fireflies from everything that had gone down, Joe couldn't get his thoughts organized enough to see where this was headed. Maybe it was time to bulldoze a path through the bullshit. "Why don't we stop yanking on each other's dicks and get down to business? Why am I here?"

      The Long Man steepled his fingers in front of his chest. "Maybe you are confused? Maybe your hunter’s senses are not as keen as they used to be? Or maybe, just maybe, you've underestimated me yet again."

      A rustling sound tickled at the limits of Joe's hearing. He wasn't sure the noise was even real at first, but as the Long Man's smile grew wider, the sound grew louder. Joe realized it was coming from above him and took a hasty step back.

      Itsike descended toward Joe headfirst, arms extended out to her sides, legs trailing behind her. Dozens of hair-fine silk strands lowered her to the floor. Her gaunt face was luminous as it descended from the shadows, a falling moon that demanded all of Joe's attention.

      As she drew near, he realized the silk strands weren’t attached to her clothing. Her body was covered with juicy spiders, and the webs were spun from their bodies. Their legs were embedded in her flesh, sunken into raised red pores rimmed with wiry black hairs. It was difficult to see where she stopped and the spiders began; they created a lacy patchwork of black bodies and milky skin that Joe found both enthralling and repugnant. Her feet touched down with a pair of gentle taps, and the strands of silk that had supported her fell around her in slow motion.

      Joe took another step back, trying to keep himself equidistant between his enemies. He wasn't sure who was the bigger threat here, but he knew he was well and truly fucked. He hadn't anticipated facing both Itsike and the Long Man at the same time. His plan hinged on the idea that they wouldn’t work together, that they were as much enemies of one another as they were of him.

      Itsike smiled at him. "I can feel your fear. Please, there's no reason for hostilities."

      She extended her hand toward Joe, and the spiders burrowed into her skin as if diving into a bowl of cream. "Take my hand, and let us discuss your concerns."

      Joe shrugged. " If you think I'm touching you without spraying you down with a healthy dose of Raid, you're nuts, lady. And if you believe that this is going to end with the three of us sharing some tea and talking about the good old days, you're wrong on that count, too."

      The Long Man chuckled, his voice grating on Joe's nerves. "Three?"

      A trio of burning orbs suddenly appeared in the shadows between Itsike and the Long Man. They swirled around one another in chaotic, frenzied patterns. Then they snapped into position within a larger burning ring, and the room filled with an ammoniac stench.

      It was worse than Joe thought. The Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness had been playing him for the past few days. They’d been working together in secret, manipulating Joe and keeping him off balance. While Joe'd been busy converting Itsike’s followers into his followers, his old enemies had been working with her to lay an ambush. Joe felt like an idiot, but he wasn't going to let them see that. It was time to improvise. "Well, well. I guess all the assholes are here. Which one of you wants to eat it first?"

      Joe forced a smile past his terror and wished he’d brought his shotgun along for the ride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          33

        

      

    
    
      The Haunter in Darkness made the first move. Its three-lobed eye unleashed a blast of primal flame that roared through the room like a derailed locomotive. A swarming torrent of ravenous demonic bats unfurled behind the fiery blast, and their screams were deafening.

      Joe threw himself flat and scurried away from the fireball. He wasn’t armed, but he was still faster and stronger than the crazed bat god expected. The blast blew a hole in the Lodge’s floor, and the bats shrieked past Joe. The fireball singed the skin on the right side of his face and peppered him with splinters of the floor, but Joe didn’t let that slow him down. He sprinted across the room, trying to stay ahead of the Haunter.

      The burning eye followed Joe’s escape, and the bats swirled into the air for another attack. Joe reversed his sprint at the last second and dove to safety behind one of the Long Man’s overstuffed sofas. The fireball meant for Joe plowed into the spider goddess and hurled her at the Long Man’s horned throne. She stumbled across the room, leaving a trail of dead and burning spiders behind her. The Long Man leapt from his throne, but couldn’t avoid a collision with Itsike.

      Itsike screamed at the Haunter and whipped her arm in its direction. Glittering silk burst from her palm and wrapped around the Haunter. “You filthy beast,” she roared. “How dare you?”

      Joe took advantage of his enemies’ distraction and raced toward the Haunter. He ripped his knife from his satchel and charged toward the burning eye. Tangled in Itsike’s web, the mad god was helpless before the Night Marshal’s attack. Joe buried the blade to the hilt in the monstrous bat’s blazing eye. At the same instant, he unleashed an attack through the connection he had with the Haunter in Darkness.

      The bat god screamed, and Joe ripped his knife free and stabbed it again and again. The enraged beast finally tore free of Itsike’s webs and lashed out at Joe. A shadowy wing sliced through the air and sent Joe skidding across the floor with his head ringing like a struck gong. The bat god roared and lunged at Joe, smashing the floor with its claws and swinging its wings with abandon.

      Joe scrambled away from the attack, narrowly dodging the Haunter’s claws. His original plan was to deal with each of these assholes one at a time. Since they’d decided to dog pile on him together, he had to improvise. Part one of the new plan was pissing off the Haunter and hoping its flailing and screeching would keep the other two from mounting a successful attack on Joe. So far, so good.

      The Haunter’s fire crawled along the walls and chewed at the timbered ceiling and the army of spiders that lurked above. Burning arachnids fell like falling stars only to splatter against the marble floors. Bats swooped through the air, confused and enraged by their god’s chaotic attack. As many of them went after Itsike and the Long Man as went after Joe. Unlike the Night Marshal, the two of them were standing still, fury and confusion warring on their faces. Joe grinned and threw himself behind the sitting room’s massive bar. He had a feeling shit was about to get good.

      A feminine screech pierced the din and told Joe that the spider goddess was back on the warpath. He heard both the Haunter and Long Man respond with shouts and curses. Thunderous cracks and eye-blistering flashes of hellish light told Joe his plan was working; he just had to keep his head down long enough for the three of them to kill each other.

      But his luck didn’t last. After a few minutes of raging at one another and spraying the walls with curses and bolts of raw power, the trio paused to take a breather.

      Joe poked his head around the corner of the bar. The three of them were arrayed in a loose triangle in the back corner of the sitting room. They glared at one another, but none of them moved. It looked to Joe like they were evenly matched and knew it. They’d come to a stalemate, which meant their attention was about to turn to him.

      He decided not to wait for them to go on the offensive.

      He launched another mental attack through his connection to the Haunter. Joe pulled power through his ties to the Long Man and Itsike and rammed that, along with all the rage and hate he could muster, straight into the Haunter’s soul.

      The bat god screeched, and its pain echoed through Joe’s mind. Joe snarled and redoubled his efforts, putting everything he had or could steal into the assault. Unprepared for this change in tactics, Itsike and the Long Man were stunned by Joe’s brazen attack.

      And then Joe felt everything shift. The Long Man stopped fighting Joe and pushed power through their connection. The sudden flood of strength overwhelmed Joe’s defenses. It was like trying to drink from a fire hose, and Joe could feel himself drowning in the surge.

      Itsike joined the fray moments later. Her strength was raw and barbed and venomous; it lashed the inside of his skull like a cat-o’-nine-tails made of high-voltage wires.

      Then the Haunter in Darkness jumped in on the action, and Joe felt himself sliding down into a darkness filled with hungry bats.

      Overwhelmed, Joe fell to his hands and knees. His enemies were inside his head, slashing and burning everything they could reach. Their hate boiled inside his skull. How could he have thought he could defeat all three of them at once? He should have run. He’d never stood a chance.

      Black feet clad in chitinous plates and tipped with thorny spikes entered Joe’s view. A carpet of spiders swirled around them and nuzzled up against Joe as if looking for the best place to start biting. A voice humming with an undercurrent of a thousand insectile chirps taunted him. “What were you thinking? That your righteous indignation would be enough to kill me? That stealing my connection to the most pathetic of my followers would armor you against me? You are nothing, Jonah Hark.”

      The pain was too much. Joe flopped onto his belly and found himself on the thick, warm bodies of Itsike’s spiders. They squirmed as they fled from being crushed then turned to race up his arms and crawl onto his back.

      The Long Man’s voice seemed lower than a whisper, but to Joe it was as if the old fucker were breathing the words into his ear. “Things were good, Joe. You should have worked with me. We were so close to changing Pitchfork forever. Then you had to ruin everything.”

      Something gave way inside Joe’s head. Something warm and wet trickled from his eyes and ears and nose. He tasted it in the back of his throat. Blood.

      The Haunter unleashed a fury born of its pain. It roared from the space between worlds, a mindless howl of madness that plowed through the shreds of Joe’s thoughts like a wrecking ball through an abandoned building.
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      Down in the darkness, Joe found a light.

      The oily wrath of his enemies poured down around him, but he was beyond their reach now. Down here, at the very bottom of his mind, he was only aware of them as vague, angry presences. He was safe, for the moment, but he knew it wouldn’t last. They were killing him, and this blessed moment of peace would soon come to an end. He hated them for what they’d done to him and hated them for what they would do to Pitchfork and its people.

      That was his light. A cold, blue anger that burnt with ferocious strength at the very core of his being. He crawled toward it and hoped it would be enough.

      There were others gathered around the flame. Men and women and children who’d fallen under the sway of the Left-Hand Path and met their ends at Joe’s final judgment.

      They watched him crawling through the darkness, coming into the little circle of light that had been his strength all along.

      A little boy with a bullet hole for a face reached for Joe with a bloody hand. “Gonna let ’em win, Mister?”

      Joe’s hand crossed into the blue circle of light, and its radiance soaked into his battered flesh. A little further and he was able to pull himself up enough to sit cross-legged before the fire. Sparkling white eyes observed him from the darkness. They watched him, those he couldn’t save and those he’d killed, and the weight of their judgment was almost too much for him to bear. “I’ve never let anybody win anything, kid.”

      But just because he wasn’t going to let them win didn’t mean they weren’t going to win. The trio hammered at Joe, trying to destroy all that made him who he was. He didn’t know how long he had to get back to the real world, but he knew if he hung out down here among the dead and the forgotten, there wouldn’t be much left of him before long.

      An enormous shadow shifted in the darkness beyond the light of Joe’s rage, and the other shades parted to let it through. Joe could tell who it was before the man’s heavy-jowled face swam out of the darkness and into view.

      “Surprised to see me down here, Joe?” Preacher Walker hunched over the light like an enormous toad. “Not half as surprised as I am to be here.”

      Joe should have felt vindicated to find the preacher down here in his private hell. He’d always believed the Red Oak was just another one of Pitchfork’s demons, albeit one with enough brains and cunning to disguise itself as the kind of god men wouldn’t be afraid to worship. Walker had always believed he was following the one true path. Joe had always thought him a fool.

      But all Joe could feel was a deep sadness and disappointment that his cynicism had proved more accurate than the pastor’s faith. “Decided to crawl out of your hole and mock me now that my chips are down? Get in line.”

      Walker leaned so far across the blue flame that it tickled the dangling bulk of his belly. “Seeing me here ought to wake you up. Ought to make you see the truth. You’re not in your head, Night Marshal. You’re in Hell with the rest of us.”

      Joe didn’t want to be so close to the preacher. He didn’t want to breathe the stink of sulfur and burning meat wafting out of the dead man’s mouth. He didn’t want to see the green-glowing worms wriggling in the fat man’s eye sockets. But he was more afraid of stepping back out of the light. “All seeing you does is make my belly ache. Why don’t you go on and get out of here so I can get back to business.”

      The preacher moved so fast, Joe didn’t have time to react. Dead hands slick with the juices of decay closed on either side of his face, and the preacher’s bulk flattened Joe. The preacher’s face was too close. Joe could taste the odor of death on the back of his tongue as the corpse spoke. “I still hate you, Night Marshal. But I love the people I left behind even more. Which is why I’m telling you this: You can’t let those foul creatures beat you. You’re the only thing standing between our people and endless night.”

      “If it was just you, I’d happily watch you rot down here. Nothing would please me more than to see you tormented by all the poor souls you’ve condemned. But this isn’t about you anymore.”

      Joe tried to hold his breath and talk at the same time, but it was a losing battle. He croaked out a few words, or tried to, then had to go suck in a big breath of Preacher Walker’s grave stink to get the air to make himself heard. “You think I want to die? I’d be happy to kill those fuckers. I just don’t know how.”

      The fat man sprang up to his feet and dragged Joe upright with him. He held the Night Marshal by the collar and kept their faces close together. “Don’t be so arrogant. You can’t kill them. Not by yourself.”

      Joe couldn’t hold back a barking laugh. “That’s fucking helpful.”

      Then the dead creature lifted Joe off his feet and threw him back into the darkness. His final words trailed after the Night Marshal. “You can’t do it alone. But you’re not alone up there, now are you?”

      The wood floor was cold against Joe’s face, and he could feel splinters digging into his cheek. He cracked his eyes open and saw the gleaming orbs of countless spiders staring back at him. The preacher’s words rang in Joe’s ears, and he realized the dead man was right. “That’s enough of this shit.”

      The pain in his head was like nothing he’d ever experienced before, and Joe was amazed he wasn’t dead. He could feel the minds of his enemies burrowing into his own like rabid weasels tearing into the flesh of a road-killed doe. But he wasn’t dead. Not yet.

      The Long Man chuckled. “Welcome back to the party, Night Marshal. We were hoping you had not shuffled off your mortal coil. It was just starting to get fun.”

      Joe didn’t have the strength for a quick comeback. It took most of what he had left just to get his boots under him. What he was about to say wouldn’t be very believable if he said it while he was lying on his belly covered with Itsike’s spiders. He forced a grin that felt as shaky as his knees. “Not near as close as you shitheels would like. Look, I don’t feel like killing all of you, so I’m going to make you a deal.”

      The Haunter in Darkness roared from its shadowy roost. The Long Man and Itsike shared a quick, amused glance then turned back to Joe. The spider goddess smiled and crooked her finger in Joe’s direction. “Make me laugh, and maybe I will kill you quickly.”

      The pieces were falling into place for Joe. What Zeke said was right: The ties that bound worshipers to their gods were hard to shake. It was a bond that only death could sunder. “See, I reckon we’re all tied together in a nice little knot. You’re all in my head, and I don’t figure you quite know how to pull out. Because if you did, then at least two of you motherfuckers would’ve done it by now.”

      The attack on his mind faltered. Joe’d got a second wind, and the power he’d stolen from his enemies was enough to hold them at bay. He’d made the mistake of trying to push back against all three of them at once. But he didn’t have to do that. It was much simpler just to turn the power he’d stolen back against those he’d stolen it from. He didn’t have to fight them. They’d fight each other.

      Which was why they were listening to him now. The truth of his words was sinking in, and the fact that he knew that truth gave them pause. He could feel their attention on him, and the weight of their eyes was almost reassuring. As long as they were listening, as long as they were paying attention to what he had to say, then they weren’t trying to kill him. Joe licked his lips and continued. He shifted his attention to the Long Man. “I used to think you were afraid that if I died, I’d take a little piece of you with me. But there’s something else, isn’t there? Something you didn’t think I’d figure out.”

      The Long Man stared at Joe, eyes brimming with hatred. “Tread carefully, little man. Don’t think that the fact you’re still alive means we can’t yet kill you. You are not as clever as you think.”

      As he finished his little speech, the Long Man’s eyes flicked toward the corner where the Haunter in Darkness lurked. It wasn’t much, but it was the only confirmation Joe was going to get. His old boss knew that Joe had figured it out. He was willing to get onboard, at least until they could clean out a little of the competition.

      Joe shrugged and walked toward the middle of the room. He wanted to be sure that when he was looking at one of them, the others couldn’t see his face or the face of the one he was addressing. He turned toward the Long Man and shrugged. “I’ve been in this mess a long time. And I think I’m just now starting to see things clearly. The way I see it, I’m not going to be near as easy to get rid of as you assholes think.”

      Joe rotated his head on his shoulders and cracked his neck. As he did so, he shifted his eyes toward the Haunter.

      The Long Man sneered and lunged forward. His outstretched hands slammed into Joe’s chest and sent the Night Marshal skidding across the wooden floors on the heels of his hobnailed boots.

      The Haunter roared as Joe slid toward its corner. It lunged out of the darkness and stretched its clawed wings out into grasping arcs. A distorted mouth filled with fangs like tenpenny nails gaped open to rip out the Night Marshal’s throat.

      Joe hoped the Long Man wasn’t fucking him over. If he’d misjudged the rotten old monster’s intentions, his gamble was not going to pay off. He had to rely on the fact that the Long Man wanted to be free of Itsike and the Haunter more than he wanted to kill Joe.

      Joe felt the familiar dread as he neared the Haunter’s presence. The thing had been much bigger the last time they met, a gargantuan monstrosity that had nearly buried Joe and all of its worshipers in a fit of mortal rage. Now it was smaller, more compact, but also seemed more powerful, more intense. It’s three-lobed eye flared with a chaotic light that threatened to hypnotize Joe with its weird coruscations. It was like staring into the furnace at the heart of the universe, a primal force that dwarfed everything Joe knew or thought. For a split second, he forgot the knife in his hand, he forgot his hatred, and all he could do was stare into the entropic abyss.

      Then the Haunter’s clawed wings bit into the Night Marshal’s back, and the stabbing pain shocked Joe into action.

      He rammed the knife up into the Haunter’s belly and poured his rage into the attack.

      Don’t you fucking back out on me now, Joe thought.

      He felt the Long Man’s laughter ringing in his head.

      Raw power flowed from the Long Man into Joe and through him into his knife. The blade blazed with silver light that burnt the Haunter from the inside out.

      The Haunter slashed at Joe with its claws and tried to reach his face with its jaws. But even as it attacked it faded into the shadows that surrounded it.

      There was the faint hiss of a snuffed candle, and even the shadows were gone. Joe felt the Haunter’s absence in his mind like the bloody socket of lost tooth. It was done. The Haunter was dead.

      Itsike shrieked. “What have you done?”

      Joe spun on his heel and brandished his knife before him. Arcane patterns glittered on its surface, etched into its steel by the power he’d funneled into it and the deed it had just accomplished. He didn’t know if he had enough left in him to take on the spider goddess, but he’d go down swinging.

      But the spider goddess wasn’t coming for Joe. She streaked across the room and slammed into the Long Man. The force of her charge carried both of them into the wall, and the dark wood paneling cracked under the impact like an antique mirror hit by a sledgehammer.

      Joe could feel the Long Man’s desperation in his mind. The old monster had fed Joe the energy needed to kill the Haunter and now hoped that Joe would help him dispatch Itsike.

      The Night Marshal thought of the dead bodies Itsike’s spider-beast had left behind. He thought of the hollowed corpses stuffed with her steles. It was time for her to get a taste of her own medicine. Joe funneled the strength he had left into his knife and charged at Itsike’s back.

      She whipped her hand behind her when he was just steps away and snarled, “You’re next.”

      Her words threw Joe back. As he sailed across the room, he had time to wonder just how badly he’d underestimated the spider goddess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          35

        

      

    
    
      Stevie felt a change in the air and knew something was coming for her family. Something she didn’t have the strength to fight. “We have to get upstairs.”

      She met Al’s eyes, and he nodded. He’d give the rest of them time to escape. He’d bar the way until he could hold the threat back no longer. Stevie turned away from her son with tears in her eyes. She’d rather die fighting by his side, but she had a duty to the others that outweighed her need to protect her son.

      She reached out for Elsa, and her little girl took her hand. Stevie didn’t wait to see if the others would follow because she didn’t know how long they had left before this new threat arrived. Right now, it was a foul stench on the wind, a dull red glow on the horizon of her mind. But it was approaching fast, and she knew it would reach them in no time at all. She had to get into the master bedroom. She’d layered her wards throughout the house, providing rings of protection that centered around that bedroom. Their best chance of survival lay in that room. She half carried, half dragged, Elsa up the staircase.

      Liz Woodhawk was right behind them, her eyes wide with fear. Her sister and nephew were on the stairs as well, and Zeke wasn’t far behind. Stevie ripped open the bedroom door and shooed them all inside. “Hurry,” she started, but her voice caught in her throat when she heard heavy pounding coming from the door to Elsa’s bedroom.

      Trevor grabbed Stevie by the shoulders, panic making him forget his place. “What the hell is that?”

      Stevie thought of Frank locked up in that room. Had something come to save him? Had he summoned some demon to free him? “I don’t know. Nothing good.”

      Zeke limped up the steps and took the boy by the arm. “Best get inside, boy. Whatever that is, we don’t want to be here when it gets out.”

      The pounding gave way to a splintering crunch, and Stevie knew she was out of time. She could feel the last of her power draining away through the break in the Conclave’s circle. She might have enough strength to ignite the wards, but she’d have no strength left to fight. If whatever the hell was down there got past Al and pounded its way through the master bedroom’s doorway, they’d be as helpless as lambs.

      But she had no other choice.

      She was closing the master bedroom’s door when she heard the sheriff’s voice calling out from Elsa’s bedroom. “What the fuck is going on out there?”

      Stevie didn’t have time to save everyone. She couldn’t free Laralaine and get inside with her family and friends before Elsa’s bedroom door gave way. But if she left the sheriff in Al’s room, whatever was coming would kill Laralaine as surely as if Stevie had put a gun to her head and pulled the trigger.

      She couldn’t do that. She had to save whatever lives she could. She turned to the master bedroom door and pulled it closed. She rested both palms on its center and pushed the last of her power into its wards. A golden glow erupted around Stevie, and she felt as if someone had just punched her in the gut. That was it. She had nothing left. She was tapped out.

      She stumbled down to Al’s bedroom door and yanked it open. Stevie pointed one shaking finger at the handcuffs holding Laralaine on the bed and unleashed a trickle of her remaining power at them. A golden aura settled around the locks, and they popped open, freeing the sheriff. “Get out if you want to live.”

      Laralaine stood up and shook her head. Stevie felt a surprising warmth from the woman. “I’m not going anywhere until your fucking husband gets back. He’s got a lot to answer for.”

      Another thunderous blow shook the house. Stevie looked downstairs and saw chunks of the basement door bounce across the floor. A high-pitched shriek flew out of the basement and pierced her ears. She had to do something, but she didn’t know what. She was next to powerless.

      But that didn’t mean she was going to stand by while whatever was in the basement tried to slaughter her friends and family. She tilted her head toward the bottom of the stairs. “If you’re going to stick around, I’d suggest pointing your gun down that way. Not that that’s going to do much good.”

      Laralaine gripped her pistol in both hands and shouldered past Stevie. She took up a shooter’s stance at the top of the stairway. “Who the hell do you have locked up down there?”

      Stevie shrugged. “Used to be Frank Blackbriar. I couldn’t tell you what the hell is down there now.”

      There was a crash, and a broad section of Elsa’s bedroom door bounced across the floor and into view. A victorious howl swept through the house and brought with it a sudden, frigid cold.

      A lupine howl answered the roar. Laralaine flinched. “What was that?”

      Stevie braced herself against the railing at the top of the stairwell. “That was my son.”

      The last of the door crashed to the floor, and she heard Al roar again. His challenge was answered by an ear-piercing shriek.

      Then Al’s bestial form slammed into the stairs, blood leaking from his mouth. His eyes fluttered and he tried to get back up, but he was too hurt. Al collapsed, and his eyes closed.

      The remains of Frank Blackbriar flopped into view. The creature Frank had become drooled blood and stomped over Al’s battered body. A single three-pupilled eye rolled in its socket above a spade-like nose made up of twitching fringes and pulsating whorls of pale, pink flesh. It opened a mouth filled with needle-sharp fangs as it made its way toward the stairs on twisted arms and stunted legs joined together by thick flaps of veiny flesh. Its furious glare locked on Stevie. “You you you—”

      The sheriff squeezed off three rounds, and every one of them found its mark in the monster’s face. The shots rocked its head back and drew an enraged shriek from its deformed mouth. “Shut the fuck up,” Laralaine snarled.

      She fired again, and the bullet tore through Frank’s cheek. Shards of blood-stained enamel erupted from the wound in its cheek and rattled across the floor.

      The shot didn’t seem to slow Frank. It enraged him.

      He threw himself up the stairs in a single tremendous bound. The flaps between his arms and legs flared as they caught the wind and billowed behind him. He slammed into the railing and sent it and Stevie sliding down the hall. He scrambled up and raced after Stevie, shrieking as he went.

      The sheriff spun on one heel and fired into the thing’s back. The attack blasted through the creature’s body and erupted from his chest in a geyser of blood that splattered the wall at the end of the hallway.

      Frank staggered and rose up onto his toes with his back arched. A tortured mewling spilled from his lips along with a burbling stream of blood.

      Stevie saw her chance to end the fight. She scrambled back onto her feet and thrust both hands in front of her, fingers curled into twisted claws. She didn’t have much strength left, but she still had a few tricks up her sleeve.

      A pair of witch bullets dangled from the thin silver chains she wore around each wrist. They contained their own power, invested in them by Stevie when she was at full strength. All she had to do was trigger them.

      She thrust her will into the one on her left arm and barked an ancient curse. The wax projectile flared sudden arcane power and streaked into the wound on Frank’s chest.

      The supernatural assault blasted a gory tunnel through Frank’s torso, and for one moment, Stevie and Laralaine stared at one another through the grisly injury.

      Al howled, a sound that chilled Stevie to the bone. There was nothing of her son left in that sound. It was a cry of rage and pain. It was the primal challenge of a wounded hunter.

      Frank took advantage of the distraction and lunged at Laralaine, who had turned to face the stairwell and Al’s howl.

      Stevie barked a command and felt the blistering heat of the witch bullet exploding away from her wrist. It streaked through the air and into Frank’s neck.

      Startled by the sound of Stevie’s incantation, Laralaine swiveled back toward the charging monster and squeezed her pistol’s trigger.

      The witch bullet tore through Frank’s throat and dropped him a split second after the sheriff pulled the trigger.

      Al thundered up the stairs in time to see the Laralaine’s bullet plow into his mother’s chest.

      Stevie looked down at the red blossom forming across the front of her worn wife beater. She reached for her power, but there was nothing left. She saw her son towering over the sheriff and lifted one hand. She tried to tell him to stop; she tried to say that it wasn’t Laralaine’s fault.

      But instead of words, her throat filled with blood that spilled out over her lips and onto the carpet between her knees.

      Al seized Laralaine by her left shoulder and her right hip. He raised her high overhead before slamming her down across his knee. Laralaine screamed as her body burst in half.

      Al threw the ragged chunks of the sheriff aside and rushed to his mother’s side. He crouched over her and lifted her body gently into his enormous arms.

      He rested his forehead against his mother’s lifeless chest and clenched fanged jaws against the mournful wail that clawed at his throat.
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      Joe tried to get his feet back under him, but his head was swimming and he couldn’t get his eyes to focus. His back felt like he’d been walloped by a telephone pole swung by Paul Bunyan, and he reckoned it might be a while before he was back to fighting strength.

      Not that he figured he had that long before the spider goddess or the Long Man wrapped up their tussle and decided to snap his neck for all the troubles he’d caused them.

      Itsike seemed to explode as she battered the Long Man, her true form emerging from the husk she’d worn. Eight chitinous limbs unfolded as clouds of tiny spiders devoured scraps of shed flesh. The spiked tips of her legs speared at the Long Man in a frenzied blur.

      Joe crawled to the fireplace and pulled himself upright. He was shocked to see wounds opening in the Long Man’s chest and even more shocked to see panic blooming on the old monster’s face. He watched as his former boss took a savage beating. Despite his hate for the Long Man, Joe felt pity for him. And for himself. It looked like his odds of surviving this fiasco were even lower than he’d thought. The spider goddess was a horror show of speed and ferocity.

      Joe knew his only chance lay in a surprise attack. He focused his attention on his connection to the spider goddess. It hummed in the dark recesses of his mind like a high-voltage wire.

      He stole power from the spider goddess, slowly at first, sapping her strength by inches. It burnt, and his mouth filled with the taste of sour milk. But Joe kept draining Itsike, slow and steady. He didn’t want to attract her attention; he just wanted to weaken her enough for the Long Man to get back into the fight.

      The Long Man dodged a strike from one spider leg and blocked another with a sweeping forehand attack of his own. Unprepared for the sudden change in the battle’s momentum, the spider goddess jumped back to regroup.

      The Long Man had tricks of his own. He raised one hand overhead, and a shimmering wall of heat sprang up before him. It burnt a charred black circle around Itsike and filled the room with heat so intense Joe could feel it tightening his skin against his bones.

      The spider shielded her faceted eyes with four of her legs and screeched with surprise. The fine hairs on her body popped like match heads as the heat burnt them away.

      Joe squinted against the heat and had to stifle a whistle of surprise as the Long Man stepped into the blistering wall and emerged changed.

      The old bastard was still tall and thin, but his body was no longer a thing of flesh and bone. He was composed of dirty gray smoke and a multitude of blinking, reptilian eyes. Scabbed wings rose from his back, their majesty stolen by their dingy gray feathers and vast swathes of scarred, pink skin. He held a blazing sword of greasy flame in both hands, and a crown of rusted iron dug into his brow.

      The Long Man and the spider goddess circled one another. Joe continued pulling strength from the goddess, but he didn’t know how much longer he could keep it up. It was like drinking the ocean through a straw, and no matter how much power he stole from her, it seemed there was always more. He’d tilted the odds in the Long Man’s favor, for the moment, but Itsike’s power seethed in his skull like a cauldron of eels. Joe didn’t know how much longer he’d be able to contain it.

      The Long Man whispered in Joe’s thoughts, his voice laced with threads of pain. If you want me to survive this fight, you had better get your dog in the ring.

      Joe held his ground and watched the fight. He had to time this just right, or the survivor of this dustup would be too strong for him.

      The Long Man’s flaming sword swept through the air, and one of the spider’s legs sprang away from her body. The twitching limb hit the floor and gushed green ooze from its smoking end. The bilious slime crackled against the floor, and the wood began to fall in upon itself.

      In response to her injury, the spider goddess lunged at the Long Man with two of her left legs extended toward his head and torso. When the Long Man pivoted to block those attacks, she thrust her mandibles forward and ripped them through his amorphous body. As the smoke and eyes tore free from the Long Man, they transmogrified into bloody gobbets of pale, maggoty meat that splattered on the floor.

      The Long Man flowed away from Itsike like oil poured over water. The flames of the sword guttered for just a moment before flaring back to life. “You never should have returned,” the Long Man said. “This place is no longer yours.”

      Joe circled around the room, which seemed suddenly too large and too small. The distance to any resemblance of safety felt like he’d have to cross miles, but he felt he was never more than a few feet from his enemies. They were a black hole of ancient power, and he was just a stupid ape caught on the edge of their event horizon.

      The spider goddess spoke, and her voice was echoed by the thousands of spiders that flowed down her back and trailed behind her like a living cape. “You know that’s not true. Me and mine created this world. Building your pathetic throne here does not make you the lord of my land.”

      Joe’s head buzzed with the power he’d stolen. He could feel the words of his enemies in his skull even more than he could hear them. It was as if they were trying to tell him something, each competing for his attention in different ways. He pushed at them, but there was nowhere to shove the thoughts that didn’t belong there. They were too big, too powerful to ignore.

      The Long Man whirled with blinding speed, his burning sword moving so quickly it became a solid arc of brilliant flame. It screamed toward the spider goddess’s face, and for a moment Joe thought the old fucker had done it.

      But the goddess reared back at the last possible moment, and the sword only managed to nick her cheek. With a shriek, she slammed her raised front legs down toward the Long Man.

      Off balance from his desperate attack, he had no hope of defending himself. Joe watched in horror as Itsike’s spiked legs punched through the Long Man’s body of smoke and eyes. She pinned him to the floor, and his fiery blade flickered and died.

      Itsike lifted her head and unleashed a raucous cry of victory. “After all this time, all these long eons gone, you will finally pay for your treachery, Betrayer. Your heart will be mine.”

      The words echoed in Joe’s head for what seemed an eternity. His thoughts clicked into place like the tumbler of a lock with the key being turned. This was his chance. He still had time to put the last leg of his plan into action.

      The stolen power burnt in his veins, and Joe knew he was stronger and faster than he’d ever been. The Night Marshal leapt onto the goddess’s angled back and raised his knife overhead. The blade flared with eldritch power that reeked of thunderbolts. “Don’t count your chickens,” he growled and slammed his knife into her.

      Itsike’s stolen power gushed out of the knife in an explosive rush that ripped open a crater in the spider goddess’s back. A dismal black light flowed from the wound.

      Itsike’s spider-beast had taken the hearts and guts of her worshipers and replaced them with a mark of her power. The ritual severed the connection between the descendants of her followers and the goddess, but it had served another purpose. Itsike had left her precious steles to mark her territory and enforce her claim to Pitchfork.

      And Joe had done the same. He’d buried his shotgun and his father’s pistols in a triangle with points sacred to himself and to Pitchfork. A triangle with its points outside the boundaries placed by Itsike.

      Joe was gambling the ritual would work for him as well. Itsike didn’t worship him, but the connections he’d stolen from Frank and the others bound her to Joe just as it had bound her to her followers.

      He pulled his badge free from his duster and rammed it into the crater in Itsike’s back. The silver metal sizzled with power and guided Joe’s hand to his target. He felt Itsike’s heart beat under his hand. It twitched and snapped at him, a hundred tiny mouths gnashing as the hellish spiders it was composed of tried to tear themselves free and make good their escape.

      But Joe wasn’t letting her-or them-escape. He pushed the badge against her heart. Itsike heaved against Joe’s assault, but he held on and kept his badge buried inside her. “This is my county,” he whispered to the dying goddess.

      He felt the last of her life flee her body. Her power bloomed in Joe like a crimson mushroom cloud. His badge blazed like a supernova and seared Joe’s palm with eldritch fire.

      Thunder rolled through the Black Lodge, and Joe felt as if the entire world was coming apart around him. His skin felt too tight; his skull felt too small. There was something inside him now, something strange and enormous. It thrashed against the confines of his puny mortal frame and threatened to tear him apart.

      He’d fucked up. Something had gone wrong. He’d grabbed the fire, and now the vultures were going to consume his gizzard.

      Jagged bolts of white light glanced across his vision one after another until there was only a vast field of nothingness left before him.

      Joe felt himself falling and knew he would fall forever.
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      Joe woke with his throat on fire. A swarm of angry bees had taken up residence in his skull while he was unconscious, and their incessant buzzing made it impossible for him to form a coherent thought. His eyes snapped open, and his gaze was returned by a myriad of glaring, inhuman orbs. The Long Man was on top of him and was doing his best to crush the life out of Joe. Hands formed of clotted smoke were locked around Joe’s neck.

      Joe was unsure how long he’d been unconscious, but it hadn’t been long enough for the Long Man to finish him. The pain in his head and throat told him he was still alive, so he decided to stay that way. He just wasn’t sure how.

      He had no idea where his knife or badge had got off to; if he wanted free of the Long Man’s grasp, he’d have to use his hands. Joe threw one punch, partially obstructed by the Long Man’s thigh where he was crouched over Joe, and his fist sank into the Long Man’s smoky body.

      Joe’s attack did nothing but piss the old fucker off. A rasping hiss billowed from the monster’s cloudy form, and a crackling, distorted voice roared in Joe’s head. “We have spent millennia orchestrating this. I have wallowed in the disgusting filth of this world for generations in an attempt to put right what you naked monkeys ruined at the moment of your conception. And you have the audacity, the raw arrogance, to think you can take it all away?”

      Joe didn’t have the breath to make sense of the Long Man’s raving. He put his energy into tearing the monster’s hands from around his neck. He threw a pair of punches into the greasy smoke, to no more effect than the first. “You think I give a single shit about whatever plans you’ve been cooking up? My whole job is stopping assholes like you from preying on the people of this county.”

      The Long Man’s laughter rattled Joe’s teeth in his head it was so loud. Massive, smoky wings flared from his back, and he reared up, dragging Joe off the floor. “Then you have failed at your job.”

      Joe sailed through the air and smashed into the massive mirror above the sitting room’s hearth. Shards of broken glass stabbed through his duster and bit into the meat of his shoulders and back. He fell away from the mirror, dazed, and bit through the very tip of his tongue when his knees smacked into the hardwood floorboards. He spat blood and the tiny chunk of meat from his mouth. It hurt, but it was a hell of a lot better than being choked to death by whatever the Long Man had become.

      Joe wiped the blood from his lips with the back of his hand and sneered at his old boss. “I don’t know. I’ve finished two of the three of you, and this fight sure as hell isn’t over yet.”

      Now that he wasn’t being choked, Joe felt surprisingly good. For the first time in too long, he didn’t have extra voices competing with his own thoughts. Now, it was just the two of them: the Long Man and himself.

      More importantly, he felt stronger than ever before. Whatever misgivings he’d had about his plan for dealing with Itsike were banished now that he’d added at least part of her power to his own.

      The Long Man paced back and forth, scarring the floor with smoking footprints. “I have fed on godsblood every day since your little trip to Ladue. I spent years draining the power from this piece of shit backwater nowhere and its people. For decades, I gorged myself on the blood and bones of rivals you helped me to destroy. For centuries, I consumed enemies whose might you cannot even imagine. And now, at the pinnacle of my power, you think to challenge me?”

      Joe smirked. He needed time to figure out how he was going to kill the Long Man. Might as well keep the old asshole talking. “Sounds to me like you’re trying to convince yourself that you’re hot shit when we both know it’s not that simple. If you’re such a badass, why haven’t you managed to tear yourself loose from me?”

      The silence from the other end of the room spoke volumes to Joe. There was a shift in his perspective now; something about what he’d done to the spider goddess had opened his eyes to a bigger picture. The difference between men and gods wasn’t as significant as the former hoped and the latter pretended. The Long Man hadn’t freed himself from Joe because he couldn’t.

      His knife jutted from beneath the Long Man’s twisted metal and antler throne. It formed the point of an equilateral triangle anchored by Joe and the Long Man. If he made a break for it and he wasn’t faster than his old boss, Joe knew he’d end up impaled on a flaming sword.

      The Long Man’s cackling laughter rattled through the Black Lodge. He extended his right hand, and the burning blade burst to life, gobbets of greasy flame dribbling from its tip. “Going to take your chance, Night Marshal? Can you beat me? Are you as fast as you think?”

      Joe clenched both fists, and his knuckles popped like green wood in a fireplace. “I don’t suppose you’re going to be a gentleman about this? I could really use—”

      The Night Marshal didn’t finish his sentence. He ducked his head and ran for the throne. He had a head start, but the moment of surprise he gained through his misdirection didn’t give him much of an edge.

      Joe could hear the Long Man rushing after him, footsteps shaking the floorboards. The sword’s heat scorched the hairs on the back of Joe’s neck and penetrated his leather duster like the summer sun.

      He’d never make it. The Long Man was too fast, and the knife was too far away. If he slowed, even for a moment to scoop the weapon up, it would be the last thing he ever did.

      The throne was set back almost against the wall. If Joe jumped past that, he’d be cornered. If he tried to double back, he’d run right onto the Long Man’s flaming blade. Running was no longer an option.

      As he reached the throne, Joe threw himself forward and grabbed the arm of the overgrown chair with both hands. He used his momentum to turn and the strength he’d stolen from the spider goddess to lift the throne. The monstrous furniture made an adequate shield, giving Joe the moment of breathing room he needed. He dug in his heels and shoved the raised chair forward to meet the Long Man’s streaking blade.

      The Long Man roared with frustration as his weapon bit into his throne and became tangled in the mass of iron and wire and bone. He planted his feet and wrenched his blade back, but instead of tearing the weapon free from Joe’s improvise shield, he found himself swinging the whole tangled mass.

      Joe hooked the toe of his hobnailed boot under the knife and flipped it into the air. Before the Long Man could toss his throne aside, Joe held his knife in both hands. It thrummed with power and rage. “Gotcha,” he said.

      The Long Man threw his tangled blade at Joe and lunged away from the Night Marshal.

      But Joe was faster than his old boss had anticipated. He hurled the knife at the Long Man, and it lit the room with the furious glare of a lightning strike.

      The blade caught the Long Man in the back. The force of the blow bounced the monster off the wall and left him curled on the floor like a dead spider.

      Joe didn’t wait to see if the Long Man would get up. He could feel his old boss still in his head, like a splinter wedged under his fingernail. He walked to his fallen foe and stared down at the miserable wreck of his body. “That it?”

      The Long Man tried to rise, but his broken body wasn’t up to the task. Through the smoke and the eyes, naked flesh the pale white of maggots appeared and disappeared, and long, emaciated limbs seemed to flicker in and out of reality. An enormous milky eye glared at Joe, rage sizzling in its depths. A guttural moan escaped the battered creature, but it could form no words.

      Joe reached down and wrenched his knife from the Long Man’s back. Milky blood bubbled from the wound and spread across the floor around Joe’s boots. “All this time you had me convinced we needed you. I thought—we all thought—that we couldn’t defend ourselves against the darkness. You didn’t need power to keep us under your thumb, just lies.”

      The Long Man lay still, but Joe could hear him rustling in his thoughts. The monster gathered the strength and whispered, “You have no idea what’s out there. You have no idea what you’ve unleashed. You do need me. There’s still time—”

      Joe could feel the desperation in the Long Man’s words. He knew there was some truth in what the old fucker had to say. The balance was tilting toward the shadows. The world was going to hell. But working with the monsters wasn’t going to turn that around.

      “Maybe you’re right. Maybe there is something out there worse than you. Maybe we do need you to help us fight it.”

      Joe drove his knife into the Long Man’s neck.

      The Long Man screamed inside Joe’s skull. It was a cry of terror. It was the sound of an immortal dying.

      But he wasn’t dead yet.

      Joe reached out for the shredded fragments of the Long Man’s power. It was still trapped inside his head, still holding the two of them together as it had since Joe picked up the badge. “But maybe all we really need is to open our eyes and fight for ourselves.”

      The Long Man died, and Joe felt his old boss’s strength flood into him. It was bitter and rancid, but Joe didn’t reject it. He’d need it for what was to come.

      Joe opened his eyes and took in the carnage around them. The dead gods were crumpled lumps of corrupted flesh and cooling ichor.

      He collected his badge from the charred body of the spider goddess and held it in the palm of his hand. It was still warm from the power he’d pushed through it. Its letters and sigils were stained black with Itsike’s scalded blood. He held it for long minutes, until the silver grew cold.

      Then he let it fall through his fingers.

      The connections he’d forged through the badge were part of him. For better or worse.

      Joe Hark left the Black Lodge as something he’d never imagined possible.

      He left a free man.
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      Patches of stubborn snow still littered the earth when Joe buried Stevie. It was as if the seasons refused to turn in the face of her death.

      Joe dug her grave with his own hands and a rusted shovel. He dug the hole alone under the light of the full moon, working through the night. He climbed out of the hole at the first light of day more tired than he’d thought possible.

      They were waiting for him when he clambered up over the edge of the grave. More people than he wanted to see just then. Really, more people than he ever wanted to see. He didn’t have the patience for them. He didn’t know if he ever would again.

      Zeke was with them, but he wouldn’t meet Joe’s eyes. He stared off into the distance and pretended that this whole shooting match wasn’t his idea. The old man chewed on his pipe and shuffled his booted feet while he waited for Joe to make the first move.

      There were deputies there, too. A couple of men and a woman Joe recognized from crime scenes they’d shared, but he couldn’t put a name to any of them. They’d come to Pitchfork sometime between Schrader’s death and Laralaine’s arrival, which meant they hadn’t developed a healthy respect for Joe’s temper and hadn’t yet been tainted by all the weird shit rolling around Pitchfork. They knew something strange was going on, but they didn’t know what. For now, they pretended to be cops out here to deliver some unpleasant news to a grieving husband and father.

      Joe stared at them until they broke under the pressure. The woman stepped forward and scooped the wide-brimmed hat off her head. “Mr. Hark,” she began.

      “Did you find them?”

      Because that was the only question that Joe really wanted answered just then. His wife was dead on the ground next to him, her face calm and pale and dusted with just a hint of fallen snow. Those ice crystals caught in her eyes, the un-melting damning evidence that she wasn’t alive, made Joe want to burn down the entire world. If he never saw another snowflake or ice crystal for as long as he lived, he’d be just fine with that.

      The deputies all shook their heads in unison like they all shared one idiot mind. The woman clenched her hat tighter to her chest and gave Joe a look overflowing with real pain. She’d come here looking for a quiet place, maybe, a small town that wasn’t plagued by sporadic race riots or meth kingpins or factories pumping toxic waste into the air and earth. Instead, she’d found hell on earth, and she stood next to a dead woman having to deliver bad news about missing kids. “No one’s seen any sign of them. It’s like they just…”

      Joe knew what she was going to say and was glad she hadn’t finished the sentence. Vanished. His baby girl and his almost-grown son were gone from the face of the earth as if they’d never existed. Sometime between the death of the Long Man and Joe’s return to his home, everything he’d fought for had turned to ash and blown away on the winter’s wind.

      He stared at Zeke and tried to burrow into the old man’s brain. He wanted to peel it apart with his fingers, dig through the greasy gray matter until he found the truth of what had happened in that house. But the old man wasn’t spilling any beans. He hadn’t said two words to Joe or the police after they’d taken his statement. Joe didn’t need the old man to talk. He could feel his guilt and sorrow through the connection they’d forged. He could feel all of them and had to fight to push those feelings aside. He didn’t want them. Not yet. “Still not talking to me, Zeke?”

      Zeke didn’t say anything. His eyes were wet with tears he wouldn’t let anyone see him shed, and Joe knew he was as torn up about what had happened as almost anyone. The two men watched each other, Joe eyeing Zeke like he was about to tear him apart, and Zeke looking more like a rabbit hiding from a hawk than a man. He chewed his lip for a moment, sucked on his pipe, and looked away. “She was like a daughter to me,” he whispered. “If there was anything I coulda done, anything, I woulda done it.”

      Joe turned away from the old man and put both hands on Stevie’s coffin. He looked down into the simple pine box and still couldn’t believe what he saw there. The Conclave witches had dressed her in a flowing white dress Stevie hadn’t worn since before Al was born. She looked as innocent and wild as the day he’d met her, but it was just for show. The fire and lightning and heat that had made his wife was gone. All she’d left behind was a sack of meat that wore her face.

      He reached into the coffin and brushed the backs of his fingers down her cheek. The cold sank into his hand and burrowed through his veins until it wrapped his heart in a fist of ice. He didn’t think he’d ever be warm again. “Wait for me,” he whispered. “I ain’t gonna last long without you.”

      Joe closed the coffin’s lid. There was a mallet and a bag of nails on the ground next to the coffin stand, and he lifted them both without a word.

      The first nail sank through the coffin’s lid with a sharp crack that Joe knew he’d never forget.

      By the time he’d pounded the last nail into his wife’s coffin, his audience had gathered near. They’d all heard rumors about what had happened up at the Black Lodge, but none of them understood what it meant. The sheriff’s deputies had enough sense to sweep the whole mess under the rug, but they could feel the power vacuum in Pitchfork like a yawning chasm at the tips of their toes. Preacher Aaron kept a respectful distance, but Joe could feel his eyes as they probed him for answers. The Conclave witches, now two members short and almost powerless as a result, wanted answers. Everyone wanted to know what was going to happen next. Everyone needed to know what to do now that Joe had thrown the whole county on its ear.

      Truth was, Joe didn’t really give a fuck what any of them did.

      He raised his head and swept his eyes over the small crowd. “Go home. There’s nothing here for you.”

      Rae, the youngest of the Conclave witches, watched Joe with open defiance. “That’s not true.”

      Joe didn’t want to do this. He wanted to bury his wife and then go into the house and pour his stash of Kentucky bourbon down his neck until he drowned. Why wouldn’t this damned girl leave them alone? “You need to find a new top witch, little girl. The rest of you need to figure out who you’re going to follow, and the answer ain’t me. I’ve given as much to this place as I can; there’s nothing left for you to pick at.”

      Most of the crowd looked away, but Rae wouldn’t be swayed. “You can’t just leave us. You aren’t the only one who lost something. We need you. But you need us, too.”

      The words sank into Joe’s heart like a stone thrown down a well. They filled him with a hollow ache, and a vague sense of guilt and unease that told him she was right.

      If he wanted to keep on living, he would need the people of Pitchfork County. He’d ,dedicated all of his life to them, whether they appreciated it or not. He’d sacrificed everything to protect this little corner of the world and while he wanted to run, while he wanted to lose himself in a tsunami of liquor and regret, he didn’t know if he would ever be able to pull himself free from Pitchfork County.

      Because what would it all have been for if he let go now? What was the point of his entire life if, after finally setting the people of Pitchfork free, he didn’t stick around to see how it all turned out? “Go home. Pray that tomorrow is a better day for us all.”

      Joe turned away from the crowd as they left his place. He didn’t want to watch them go, and he didn’t want them to see him just now. He’d been holding it together for as long as he could, and the realization that he wasn’t getting out of this mess anytime soon had knocked the last of the wind from his sails. He stood on the edge of his wife’s grave and watched the woods on the other side of the little creek behind his house and tried to imagine a world without Stevie. “I don’t know how I’m going to do this.”

      When the last of them were gone and Joe was alone at last, he let the tears come. He could hardly see as he swung the hoist over and slid his wife’s coffin into the sling. He didn’t sob or wail, just stood in the cold and wept until the winter wind burnt his cheeks and there were no more tears to shed.

      As Joe lowered his wife’s coffin into the ground, he felt his sorrow setting down roots for the long haul. But in the stony ground of his heart, there were other seeds planted as well. Seeds of anger. Seeds of righteousness.

      He didn’t want to say here in Pitchfork, but he knew he wasn’t leaving. He had to set things right and show people how to live free once again. What did he know about living free? It was something he’d thought about for most of his life, but he’d never had any real experience with it. His father had called the shots while he was alive, and after Joe had worn the Long Man’s leash.

      But he understood more now than he had before. He’d changed in the Black Lodge. He hadn’t simply killed his enemies; he’d taken some parts of them into himself. It burnt in his guts like a ball of lava. It seethed and twisted and roiled with power that he didn’t understand.

      He could feel that new power waiting for his command, but the idea of exercising it made Joe want to puke. Something told him that if he stepped out of line, if he tried to do something without really understanding what he’d become, everything he’d struggled for would be destroyed.

      Stevie’s coffin settled into the bottom of the grave. Joe had never felt anything like this. All the hurts in his life had been leading up to this one moment, this final big ache that would never be topped and would live on inside him forever.

      He didn’t know what he was going to do. He wanted a drink more than he’d never wanted anything in his life.

      Instead, he shoveled the dirt into his wife’s grave. With every scoop he dumped into the ground, Joe started to see his future a little more clearly. He’d made mistakes, but he thought he knew how to fix them. After all, he was no longer just the Night Marshal. He wasn’t just Pitchfork’s protector and resident spook hunter.

      He was so lost in his plans, he didn’t see the two shadowed figures, one tall and one small, watching him from across the creek.

      And he didn’t see them slowly turn their backs and vanish into the trees.
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      Cigar smoke filled the small room. Most of it spilled from the mouth of the grizzled man at the head of the scarred table. He puffed on a stogie so thick and rancid smelling, his partners joked it’d be better for everyone if he just smoked a mummy’s cock. He shook his head at the memory of the joke then stubbed the cigar out in the hollowed skull he used for an ashtray. He grabbed one of the skull’s horns and banged it on the table like a makeshift gavel. It was time to get this show on the road.

      The rest of the room’s occupants shuffled toward their seats around the long table. There was no formal seating arrangement, but they all ended up positioning themselves with the most senior nearest the smoking man and the newer members all the way down at the far end of the table.

      Not that there were many of those. The last inductee had picked up the job more than a decade ago, and they were all looking worse for wear. Shit was getting bad out there, and the news he was about to give them was the worst yet. He let them all get settled in before he started.

      They didn’t have any formal ceremonies or rituals to observe; they were all far too pragmatic for that kind of foolishness. This group focused on getting the fucking job done, not polishing their titles and trying to sound important. He cleared his throat then dove in. “I’m sure you’ve all heard, but let me just confirm the rumors for you. The shit has hit the fan.”

      They all shifted uncomfortably in their seats, and the smokers among them fished out their packs and started puffing. The man to his right rubbed the gray stubble on his chin and leaned back in his chair. “You sure about this?”

      Their leader didn’t hesitate. “I know this is hard to take. But yes, I know this is happening. This isn’t a drill. I’m not making a mistake. I don’t want this any more than the rest of you, but we’re going to have to take back a star.”

      An older woman with a bubbled scar down the side of her face and two fingers on her left hand slapped her palm on the table. “We can’t go in there. If the rumors are true, then trying to take back that star will be a bloodbath. We can’t afford to lose any more of us.”

      The leader sprang to his feet, kicking his chair back and slamming both palms down on the table. “What if he figures out what to do with that newfound power, and we end up with something twice as bad as the Long Man? You have any idea how long he and his family have been out there in the cold?”

      There was the rub. While the rest of the Night Marshals had support from one another and their organization, the people of Pitchfork County had been kept isolated from the rest of the troops. At the time, it seemed like a plan that could work. They’d use the Long Man to help keep a lid on the nightmare cancers that sprang from Pitchfork’s depths, and they’d kept the old monster from getting up to any shenanigans of his own.

      But their cunning little plan had gone off the rails.

      Not only had Jonah Hark gone off the books; it looked like he’d become the very thing he’d been fighting. From what they could tell, which admittedly wasn’t very goddamn much these days, Joe hadn’t just killed the Long Man; he’d usurped the thing’s position.

      A younger woman, with blue-black hair shaved on the sides and swept back into a ratty topknot, raised her voice. She wasn’t the newest Night Marshal, but she was damn close. “I’ll go.”

      The leader stared at the girl, and every eye followed his. “You’ll go and do what?”

      She shrugged. “You need eyes. You need boots on the ground. I’ll go see what’s happening.”

      There were grunts and murmurs around the table, but the leader had to admit it wasn’t a bad idea. He’d never ask one of the Night Marshals to do it on their own, mostly because it was a suicide mission. If Hark had turned, he’d likely murder anyone who came nosing around. But if she was going to volunteer…

      “You don’t have much time.”

      “I’ll leave tonight. I travel light.”

      “What if you get there and he’s turned?”

      She smiled and mimed a shooting gesture with both hands. “ I guess we’ll find out which one of us is quicker on the draw.”

      The Night Marshals’ leader grunted and waved her on. He hoped she’d be able to pull this off. He didn’t really care anymore whether or not Joe was still alive. That crazy fucker and his family had been a thorn in the organization’s side for years.  He hoped the girl was as good as her word.

      And if she wasn’t, well, there was always Plan B.

      They’d scorch Pitchfork County to the fucking bare earth like they should have done decades ago.
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      This book took a long time to crawl out of my head and onto the page. In wrapping up this first arc of Pitchfork’s story, I had to look both to the past and the future so I could wrap up some earlier threads and unwind some new ones.

      I had to examine my feelings about the characters and their roles. I knew The Bad Thing had to happen in this book, but I didn’t realize how much it would upset me when it did. Sometimes, these little fuckers sink their hooks deep inside your brain meats and just refuse to let go.

      I hope they’ve had some small impact on you, as well, and you feel their pain as keenly as I. Or maybe I’m just overly sentimental, right?

      Part of that sentimentality comes from the same place as the darkness in these books. I grew up in Small Town, USA and lived a kind of childhood that most kids couldn’t even imagine. We rode our bikes all over town, we stayed out alone until the street lights came on, and the only thing we were in danger of was getting grounded if we spent too long hunting fireflies.

      All that’s changed now. Meth labs are exploding in my home town. A teacher one school district over just got busted for child porn. Jobs are drying up and folks in my demographic are falling prey to slow suicide by alcohol and pills as they find themselves cast aside.

      But it doesn’t have to be this way. That’s a big part of why I write. To try and shine a light in the darkness, to tell stories about men and women who stand up to the night and raise a middle finger to evil, no matter the cost. We can change things, but we have to be willing to fight for that change.

      Never forget that.

      Talk to you soon -

      Sam
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      Sam Witt writes dark thrillers infused with the supernatural. Informed by a rural Midwestern childhood and a big city adulthood, he combines downhome folklore and legends with a hard-hitting, take-no-prisoners writing style.


      His Pitchfork County series follows the dark and twisting lives of a family intent on using their own cursed abilities to protect the place they call home from all manner of threats, from mad gods to meth cults.


      For more information about current and future projects, as well as other cool stuff from Sam, check out his website here:
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