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        To my wife, for showing me the path.

        To my daughters, for keeping me young(ish).

        To my readers, for following me to the heart of Pitchfork County.

      

    

  


  
    
      After the hellish battle with the half-made girls left him half-dead and his daughter gravely injured, Joe Hark and his family have holed up for a well-deserved rest. All they want is a quiet winter and some time to enjoy it. But when an outbreak of supernatural violence hits too close to home, Joe finds himself dragged once again into the heart of darkness.

      As their search for the source of the outbreak leads them into conflict with Pitchfork’s newest employer, Joe and his family find themselves both surrounded by enemies and at odds with the very people they’re trying to save. Corporate security squads roam the countryside, warning Joe to leave well enough alone. A new sheriff makes it clear she’s looking for any excuse to arrest Joe. Even the citizens of Pitchfork are afraid Joe’s investigation could cost them their jobs and plunge them back into poverty.

      To stop the monstrous violence and save Pitchfork, Joe’s family will have to fight together like never before. But when dark forces from outside Pitchfork arrive to unleash the county’s evil on the world at large, Joe and his family find themselves at war with a foe whose only weakness is a power long forbidden to Joe and his family—until now.
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      Elsa crouched on the frosted banks of the creek behind her mama’s shack, eyes glittering with a febrile bloodlust. The ground was frozen beneath her feet, the air a wintry kiss on her cheeks, but the heat of her hunger kept her warm. The urge to kill was a sharp ache resting somewhere between her heart and her gut, like a bullet of ice lodged in her diaphragm. A string of drool dangled from her lower lip, and her teeth ached  with the urge to clamp down on something, anything.

      A shadow drifted along the bottom of the creek, fat and long and lazy in the frigid water. Elsa stared at the shadow until she felt its presence in her mind, a dull and blunt presence nestled just above the top of her neck. The catfish had no real thoughts, only simple drives to eat, to move, to survive. Staring into the water, Elsa imagined its cool, slick skin in her hands. She licked her lips.

      She didn’t want to do this. Elsa knew that it was only a stupid old fish down there, but what she wanted to do to it was wrong. She’d fought off the urges for weeks now, yet still the monster inside her, growing there since the half-made girls had dragged her down into the darkness, would not be ignored. It made her stronger than she’d ever been, but it also demanded things of her. Things Elsa did her very best to deny the piece of the Haunter in Darkness living inside her.

      Today, it wanted her to kill something. Its need for slaughter had started as a vague itch at the back of her tongue that woke her in the early morning hours. She’d brushed her teeth and gargled some of her daddy’s burning mouthwash, but the urge wouldn’t go away. It spread to her stomach, where it became a hollow pang that even three big bowls of Cap’n Crunch couldn’t chase away. The hunger had finally driven her outside with her stomach growling so loud she feared it would wake up everyone in the house.

      The ravenous cravings of the Haunter manifested in other ways, too. Her hands were hooked into rigid claws that tingled with a longing to rake and scratch at the world. She had to swallow again and again to keep from slobbering all over herself like one of her brother’s big, dumb dogs. Every sound demanded her attention, every smell urged her to chase after it. Her eyes tingled and burned. Elsa was afraid she’d go crazy if she didn’t give in to the Haunter and kill something for it.

      She’d been outside for hours, prowling up and down the creek and trying to will the hunger pangs away. Al’s black dogs had come out of the woods on the opposite shore not long after Elsa arrived, watching her with eyes so big she felt like they’d swallow her right up if she looked at them too long. Elsa wanted to pet the dogs, run her hands through their fur and scratch their bellies. But she was nervous around them, petrified they’d sense the piece of the Haunter in Darkness still living in her heart.

      Elsa didn’t like herself much these days, either. She’d tried to stay away from her family, spending her time down at the creek or in her mama’s place, making masks. She didn’t want her parents to find the darkness inside her, because she wasn’t sure what they would do if they found out the monster they thought they’d killed, or at least part of it, was hiding inside of her.

      A screen door banged against its frame, startling Elsa. She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder, watched as her mama and daddy sat in their bentwood rockers, huddling under thick blankets against the winter chill. The rich stink of their coffee and the warm, moist perfume of their flesh drifted on the wind to her nostrils. The little string of drool thickened, broke off, and splashed into the water.

      Elsa was so tired of being afraid. She should just march right back up to the big house and show them what they hadn’t been able to see. They couldn’t help her if they didn’t know there was something wrong.

      A turbulent power swelled up inside her skull at the thought of revealing the Haunter in Darkness to her parents. It stiffened her arms at her sides and made her teeth buzz. Elsa knew she could catch her mama and daddy off guard, throw herself at them. They’d never see it coming. Even if they suspected something, she knew they’d hesitate, unsure of what was happening, unwilling to believe evil had made its way into their flesh and blood. It would be so easy to eat them both.

      Elsa bit down hard on the inside of her cheek. Her molars clipped off a chunk of spongy meat, and she savored its texture and the wash of blood over her tongue. She swallowed hard and clenched her hands into white-knuckled fists. She glared at her reflection in the stream. “No. You can’t make me.”

      The bad old thing was getting trickier, slipping through the spaces of her thoughts and getting into the private places she thought were her own. It was hungry. It was angry. It wanted pain and suffering for what she and her daddy had done to it, and it wouldn’t let Elsa rest until it got what it wanted.

      Elsa turned her attention back to the shadow in the water. The catfish rose to the surface of the creek, the wide oval of its mouth breaching the water to taste the air above. Its black whiskers swirled the water, and it sank out of sight. It was just a catfish. “I’ll give you that if you leave me alone.”

      The old thing inside her slithered back into the shadows, sullen but willing to take what it could get, for now. Elsa knew this was still wrong, but killing a catfish seemed a small sacrifice to avoid surrendering to what the urges really wanted.

      She rekindled her connection to the catfish, letting its primitive mind swim into her own. “There you go,” she whispered, “just be still.”

      The catfish swished its tail, a lazy paddle against the creek’s current to hold itself in place.

      Elsa flooded the doomed creature with good feelings, poured kindness and sugar into it until its shallow soul was filled up. The catfish watched her with adoring, silver-rimmed eyes.

      Her hand speared through the freezing water, fingers closing tight around the fish’s body just behind its fluttering gills. Her nails tore through its skin, spilling ribbons of crimson blood into the water. The catfish’s pain was a burning, white knot between her eyes. Her fingers found the edges of the catfish’s skull, and she dug in, urged ahead by the sick hunger swelling inside her belly. Elsa’s fingers pushed against bone, and the hard surface crumbled, like rotten ice giving way beneath an unwary boot.

      She was inside the fish, and it was inside her. But what she felt was not the goopy sponge of a brain. There were no hair-fine bones stabbing at her fingertips like tiny spears, no slimy nest of organs. The fish was filled by something amorphous and clinging that stung Elsa’s hand like a thousand nettles.

      Elsa tried to pull her hand out of the water, but the thing inside her chuckled and held her fast. She could feel the slime inside the fish flowing around her hand, tightening between her fingers and flattening itself against her skin. It pushed and thrust against the her pores, slipping into her flesh, becoming part of her.

      Her breath came in short, abbreviated pants, barely filling her lungs with enough air to keep her conscious. She had to get away, but the thing inside her held her still.  She had to fight it if she wanted to be free.

      Elsa found the raw-edged wound inside her cheek. She bit down on it again, widening the tear, chewing at herself. The pain was sudden and furious, a lightning flash of fresh agony that punched through the monster’s control of her body. She kept biting, kept bleeding until she felt its grip slide away.

      She jerked her hand out of the water, expecting a half-melted catfish to be glued to her fingers. Instead, she found her hand encased in a thick mitten of some clear gunk, a layer of gelatinous goop that moved on its own and flashed with sparkling threads of deep black.

      Elsa scrubbed her hand against the riverbank, tried to scrape away the gloppy mess. Little round river rocks and gritty dirt stuck to the muck around her hand, but only for a moment. Then it fell away, leaving the stuff as clear and slick as if it had never been dirty. She had to get help. She had to talk to her mama.

      The wind blew cold and wet against the back of Elsa’s neck. “Ya sure that’s a good idea?”

      Elsa shuddered at her granny’s touch. Like the thing inside Elsa, her granny’s ghost seemed to get stronger, more present, by the day.

      A spectral touch, like the scrawny, dew-damp branches of a dead tree, slipped through Elsa’s hair. “Yer daddy hunts monsters, and yer mama’s his bitch these days. What do ya think’ll happen if they see what kinda evil yer becomin’?”

      Fat tears dripped from Elsa’s eyes. She didn’t want to believe the ghost, but the words felt true. Good girls didn’t kill fish with their bare hands. Monsters did that. “I don’t know.”

      “I think ya do. I think ya reckon right well what they’ll do with ya.” Her granny’s voice faded as a breeze blew in off the creek, then came back strong in the stillness that followed. “But I’ll help ya through this. Just do as I say.”

      Elsa felt sick. She didn’t want to lie to her parents anymore. She knew her granny was dangerous, had even tried to kill her daddy back before Elsa was born. But she was desperate. “All right. Tell me.”

      She looked back over her shoulder. The ghost was a vague silver smear in the air, thin and translucent as a soap bubble. Elsa watched her mama and daddy laughing on the porch, talking about something silly. They were so happy. She couldn’t disappoint them by showing them the monster that was their daughter.

      “Walk slow, like yer just havin’ yerself a little stroll over to yer mama’s shack.”

      Elsa loped toward the house, hands and feet smacking the snow-dusted earth in turn, like an ungainly bear. She’d hoped the little run would scrape the goop off her hand, but it was still there when she made it to the tiny house, snug and glistening in the morning sun. “What is this?”

      The ghost didn’t answer, just glided next to Elsa until she’d made it into the shack. The place felt hollow and abandoned. Since she and her mama moved most of their things up to the big house, Elsa had only come back down here when she wanted to work on her masks without being disturbed. It was a bare little box that seemed far too small to have ever held her, her mother, and her brother.

      “Go to the well.”

      The well was tucked away in a little room in the rear of the shack. Elsa had to force herself to move toward it. There was something about that deep, dark hole that terrified her. When she’d lived here, there were times in the night when she swore she could hear something whispering to her out of the well’s darkness, a liquid voice that promised something dreadful and beautiful.

      Her granny’s voice was a reeking gust of bog wind against Elsa’s face. “Don’t be such a baby. Open the well.”

      Elsa grunted against the foul wind, then knelt down and lifted up the lid with her clean hand. The darkness seemed to swell out of the hole, a shadow that flowed around Elsa until she was alone in the dark. She wanted to cry. This didn’t feel right. But the stuff on her hand felt even worse. She’d do anything to be rid of it and the groping, slippery way it was trying to force itself under her skin.

      In the darkness, her granny’s silver shade grew in strength. It reached out and clasped Elsa’s tainted hand. “This’ll hurt a mite.”

      Elsa’s world folded in around her hand. There was nothing outside of the sudden, wrenching pain as a thousand impossibly fine, barbed threads were drawn from the narrow pores of her flesh. Her hand felt as if it were dipped in boiling wax, the flesh blistered and bubbling as it sloughed from the bone. Elsa sagged against the edge of the well, her fear of falling into that gaping maw obliterated by the pain consuming her. She’d fall into the well a hundred times if the pain would just end.

      “Stop yer blubberin’.”

      Elsa opened her eyes. She didn’t remember closing them. She was slumped against the wall of the well room, and it took all the energy she had to raise her hand. The slime was gone. Her hand was whole, unmarked. “Thank you, Granny.”

      There was a chuckle, brittle and dry as October corn fields. “Thank ya, little bit. Thank ya, very much.”

      Elsa closed the well’s lid, dragged her tired body back against the wall, closed her eyes, and let herself rest.
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      Joe wasn’t afraid of dying, but he was afraid he was dying. The feeling had stolen up on him and stuck in his craw not long after he’d dealt with the half-made girls and the mad god, the Haunter in Darkness, they’d called up. He couldn’t say how he knew, but Joe reckoned his clock was running down. For the first time since he’d taken up the Night Marshal’s badge, he felt like he could see an end to the tunnel. Too bad it was a dead end.

      Stevie poked him in the ribs and grinned at him over the rim of her coffee mug. “Knock off the gloom, Gus.”

      Joe rocked back in his chair and took a deep swig of his own coffee. He wished it had a few slugs of whiskey in it, but that was a door he’d closed behind him. He lowered the cup to his lap and looked into its depths. “You know me. Always worrying at something.”

      What Joe didn’t tell his wife was that he had reason to worry. There was a half-dead god stuck in his head, a splinter of evil that he’d trapped within himself in order to cripple the thing and kill its monstrous body before it could make itself at home in their world. The battle had left Joe with more than a whisper of darkness lodged in his brain, and there were many nights when he couldn’t sleep at all for its curses seeping into his thoughts. Even when the thing was at war with the Long Man in the deepest reaches of his unconscious, he could still hear it, like AM radio shows bleeding through static of dead airwaves. He was afraid it was driving him insane.

      Because that was the other bad thing he’d done. The Long Man, his boss for most of his life, was a creature of great and terrible power. To defeat the Haunter, Joe had tricked the Long Man, trapping a chunk of his boss. Now they were both in his head, warring against one another, trying to find an edge so they could escape and exact vengeance on Joe for what he’d done to them. Joe’s trap, locking them up together in his mind, kept them so busy fighting one another they only noticed him when he stole little bits of their power for himself.

      After the showdown in the crystal cave, that was what kept him alive. The Long Man had once provided Joe with supernatural strength and speed, along with the ability to heal from wounds that would kill normal men. Now Joe took the same from the entities trapped in his head, siphoning away their magic to patch himself up. It’d been slow going at first, but over the past couple of months, he’d gotten the hang of it. Even that, though, hadn’t been able to hold off the feeling of his own, impending demise. Things were unraveling.

      Joe sat next to his wife in silence, drank his coffee, adjusted the heavy blanket draped over his lap to ward off the winter’s chill, and rocked in his chair. If he was going to die, this was as good an end as any. Better than he’d thought things would go, if he was honest with himself. But that didn’t mean he was ready to go down for the count. Things were good now, better than they’d been for as long as Joe could remember. Things were finally right in his marriage. Alasdair had come out of his teenage funk and was turning into a respectable young man, despite the horrors he’d suffered in their fight against the half-made girls. Even Elsa was maturing into a young lady. Though she still hopped along on her hands and feet as she had since she was a child, she stood upright more often, talked to the rest of them without needing to filter everything through her ghost masks. Joe wasn’t ready to let this life he’d fought so hard to make slip through his fingers.

      Stevie squeezed his knee through the blanket and inclined her head toward their daughter. “What is that child up to?”

      They watched Elsa galumph along the edge of the creek, hands and feet kicking up gravel and dirty snow in gritty sprays behind her until she disappeared behind Stevie’s old shack.

      Joe rested his hand on top of Stevie’s. The physical side of their relationship was taking some getting used to. For their entire marriage they’d been held apart by the threat of madness and pain at any touch, victims of a curse Stevie’s mother had wrapped around their hearts at the moment of her death. Joe’d broken that curse months ago, but he still marveled at the simple pleasure of touching his wife without having to worry that one of them might lose their mind and kill the other.

      His hand trembled on top of Stevie’s, another sign of his struggle with sobriety. He started to pull away, but she rested her coffee mug on the backs of his fingers. She rolled her other hand over and entwined their fingers. “It’s okay. I know it’s hard.”

      There was no denying the truth of that. After a decade and a half spent looking for the bottom of every bottle he could find, Joe struggled to get through the days with a clear head. “I can taste it. Every morning.”

      What he didn’t say was how he  missed the taste of puke stuck to the back of his teeth and the alcohol fumes rolling up from the bottom of his belly. He remembered too well the old feeling of letting go and falling into the amber depths of a good bottle of whiskey. He longed for the reckless abandon of soaking his brain in cheap rotgut until the pain stopped and he could close his eyes without being haunted by a slide show of every shitty, evil thing he’d seen or done. Close to twenty years as the Night Marshal made that a particularly long and painful set of memories.

      Joe took a deep breath and a deeper drink of his coffee, draining the last of the bitter dregs. Now, he lived with those memories. They were all coming back to him, swimming up through the sludge of dead brain cells and booze.

      Stevie rolled her hand under his, twined their fingers together. “Let me help. I can do that for you.”

      Joe let the offer roll around in his thoughts. He knew his wife could ease his pain. She’d brew up something that would take away his cravings and make it easier to get through the day. But, to Joe, that seemed like swapping one problem for another. Would he ever be able to wean himself off his wife’s potions? “I wish I could, but I think I have to sweat this one out in my own way.”

      She squeezed his hand, looked back to the silver ribbon of the turbulent creek down the hill. “I know. But I’d feel like a shitheel if I didn’t at least offer.”

      “Nobody said you weren’t still a shitheel.” Joe grinned. It felt good to be awake on a Sunday morning, to just be able to sit on the back porch and bullshit with his wife.

      His hand shook again, a violent tremor that made Stevie wince. He tried to yank his hand away, but she held on tight.

      Joe closed his eyes and ground his teeth. It wasn’t the whiskey, this time. It was those two fuckers twisted up in the hollow spot in the back of his brain. The Long Man, raging against the power that Joe had stolen from him. A broken chunk of the Haunter in Darkness screaming at its captivity. For now, Joe held them in check and fed on the power he’d stolen from the two of them. As long as the two powers were at war, they couldn’t break free of the prison of Joe’s mind. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, a way to play two enemies against each other, but the struggle was wearing Joe right the fuck out. He needed to find a permanent solution to the problem before the problem found a solution to him.

      The tremors eased, the old bastards grown weary of their protest. Joe opened his eyes.

      “Better?” Stevie asked.

      “Yeah.” He wanted to be, but wasn’t sure that he was.

      “I should go find our daughter.” Stevie untangled their hands and rested her mug on the little table to the left of her rocker. “Need to swing by Zeke’s, check on his shoulder. Shirley Ames wanted me to come around and look in on her boy, too. Guess he’s caught something nasty.”

      “Go on then,” Joe said. “I need to go stir up some trouble. I’m starting to feel a little too settled in this chair.”

      Stevie stood and squinted one eye at Joe. “You sure you’re ready for that kind of nonsense?”

      Joe hauled himself up onto his boots. For the past two months, he’d been holed up in the house for the most part. He hadn’t made more than three trips to see the rest of the county in all that time. “I need to get back out there, make sure folks know that I’m still keeping an eye on things.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Stevie leaned forward to give Joe a quick kiss. “Things are quiet out there. Try not to make too much of a fuss.”

      Joe watched his wife walk away and wondered if she was right. For years, he’d seen the worst in Pitchfork County. The cults and monsters and evil assholes who thought they were somehow above the Night’s Law. But this last dustup with the Blackbriar clan and their followers had seemed to take the wind out of the darkness.

      Still, it would be good for the people of Pitchfork to see Joe up and about, ready to put a stop to any Left-Hand Path foolishness. And it would do him good to get out of the house and drive around for a while, get some air, see the sights.

      If he was very lucky, maybe he’d even find someone in need of a good ass kicking.
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      Zeke looked even older than Stevie remembered. Since he’d lost his arm in the war against the half-made girls, he’d shrunk around a core of pain and sorrow he couldn’t release. She watched him snoozing inside the house, naked chest rising and falling under stained overalls, and almost turned around and got back in the Rambler. She knew he was having a hard time sleeping, that the nightmares of the night above Chickinee Springs chased his dreams through the wee hours of the morning. Better to let him rest. She could come back later, see how he was doing then.

      Elsa had other ideas. She brushed past her mother and opened the door to Zeke’s ramshackle cabin. Without a word, the girl slipped into the house and padded gently to Zeke on hands and feet. Stevie watched her daughter lean toward the old man and whisper into his ear until his eyes fluttered open.

      Zeke blinked once, twice, then a faint grin creased his leathery skin. “Hello there, pretty gals. What’re ya doin’ in my neck of the woods?”

      Stevie let herself into the house. The place was so small that by the time she was in the front door she was almost within arm’s reach of Zeke. “Came to have some tea, if ya have time for us.”

      Zeke glanced toward the bandaged stump of his shoulder. “Not too much of a host right yet, I’m afeared.”

      Stevie examined the bandages. They showed only a little blood seeping through, and the sickly sweet stink of infection was absent. “Why don’t ya let me handle that.”

      She wrapped the bandages into a tight ball and carried them in to the garbage pail under the little kitchen’s sink. The belly of Zeke’s modest cast-iron stove was cold. The old man hadn’t bothered to light it, despite the winter’s chill in his little house. How long had it been since Zeke had a warm meal? She’d fed him soup two days ago, but it didn’t look like he’d gone to the trouble to do anything for himself since.

      Stevie put her hand on top of the stove and closed her eyes. Zeke’s home was surrounded by dozens of spirits, everything from mindless elementals drawn by the old man’s power to restless spirits returning to familiar stomping grounds. She reached out for one of the elemental creatures and drew it into the stove. Stevie spat onto the stove’s top and drew a quick circle of binding on the black iron with her fingertip. It wouldn’t hold forever, but for the next few days Zeke’s stove would remain hot enough to cook on and warm the house. It was the least she could do, considering how useless she’d been in repairing what that monster had done to the old man’s arm.

      She watched Zeke and Elsa chatting while the water  for the sassafras tea boiled. Zeke examined Elsa as she spoke, his blue eyes sparkling with intense curiosity. He listened intently, taking in the little girl’s words with a care and attention that chilled Stevie. It was the look Zeke got when he was trying to figure out what was wrong with a patient, a combination of suspicion and caution. She watched them until the water came to a boil and the sassafras roots bled pink into the pot.

      “Ya want some, Elsa?” she called to her daughter, hoping to pull Zeke’s attention away from the girl. Stevie knew there was something different about her daughter these days, but she was not fond of Zeke poking into that difference. Her family had been through enough shit the past few months, they all deserved the benefit of the doubt.

      Elsa shook her head. “Nope.”

      Stevie filtered the tea through a fine copper screen, squirted honey into two cups, then brought a mug to Zeke. “Here ya go, old man. Drink up, then we need to get to work.”

      Zeke grimaced and sipped at his tea, licked the pink droplets from his mustache. “If we gotta.”

      “It’s that, or the rot sets in, and the squirrels will hide their nuts in yer dead body.” Stevie shrugged. “Yer call.”

      The old man grunted and winked at Elsa. “Yer mama sure is ornery.”

      Elsa giggled. “You don’t even know.”

      Zeke drained the last of his tea and handed the cup back to Stevie. “Whyn’t you head outdoors, little girl, and see if ya can sing some squirrels down from the trees for my stewpot.”

      “Squirrels don’t taste very good,” Elsa said, then hopped out the front door.

      Stevie waited a beat for her daughter to get out of earshot. “I saw ya eyeballin’ my little girl.”

      Zeke waved the words away. “It’s nothin’. I’m jumpin’ at shadows.”

      Only because you see them, Stevie thought, but bit her tongue.

      “Anyway, ya came to see my stump, I reckon now’s a good time for ya to get on with it.” Zeke leaned his head back and closed his eyes, turning his head away from his wound.

      Stevie knew he hated to see the damage, and did her best to shield him from the sight of it as she unwrapped the stump. Zeke’s shoulder was clean and pink and smooth, with only a little blood leaking through where the skin hadn’t quite stitched itself closed. It had taken most of three months, but it was almost healed.

      She put the old dressing aside and wrapped her hands around Zeke’s wounded shoulder. Warmth flowed out of Stevie, poured through her hands and into the old man. She imagined the skin knitting itself together, the bloody cracks sealing and becoming whole once more. It felt good to do this, to use her power to heal and restore rather than destroy.

      But the restorative power no longer flowed as it once had. Before she’d taken up her mother’s mantle, before Stevie had chosen to become the Bog Witch, she’d been famous for her ability to cure pernicious diseases and mend injuries. Her power had flooded out of her without effort, a rich, cool spring that washed away wounds and illness with shocking ease.

      Now, something stanched the flow of that power and held her rejuvenating gifts in check. What should have taken days had taken her weeks to accomplish.

      “Ya all right?” Zeke’s voice was thin, pained.

      Stevie realized she was squeezing his shoulder between her hands, pressing her desperation into his flesh. She pulled her hands away, and her stomach sank as she saw how little difference her effort had made in Zeke’s condition. “I’m sorry.”

      Zeke didn’t say anything. He watched her with rheumy eyes, waiting for her to break the silence. Stevie didn’t have the words to express her frustration and disappointment at not being able to do a better job healing him. Instead of talking, she took fresh bandages from the basket to Zeke’s left and wrapped them around his stump. “Another week, you’ll be good as new.”

      Zeke waited, and Stevie felt her despair turning to anger. Zeke was old and he’d seen more in his years than anyone still living in Pitchfork County, but Stevie did not like the judging look her friend turned on her. “What’s on yer mind, old man?”

      “I’ve known yer family my whole life.” Zeke’s voice was low, his words coming slow as he chewed them over before letting them free. “I just want what’s best for ya.”

      Stevie flopped down on the rickety stool Zeke kept for guests. “I’m fine, Zeke. We’re all fine.”

      The old man laughed, choked on his own wheezing breath. He fished a pipe out of the chest pocket of his overalls and tucked it between his lips. He dug his thumb into the bowl, and silver fire flared from the tobacco. Zeke had a few tricks of his own. Stevie was always surprised by the sorcerous skills the old man had kept so sharp. “I don’t think any of us are just fine, girl. We all lost somethin’ in that fight. I think maybe I got off the lightest with just comin’ out short an arm.”

      “We’re fine.” Stevie felt the Bog Witch’s power flare, a dark shadow leaking out of her eyes and flowing down her face like swamp water tears. “Ya don’t need to be worrying about me or mine.”

      Smoke billowed from Zeke’s pipe and wreathed his face in a gunsmoke cloud. “Ain’ no point in lyin’ to me, Stevie. Ya think I didn’t notice how much it’s takin’ out of ya to fix my arm? How long it took to patch me up?”

      “That’s some thanks, Zeke. Sorry I couldn’t get ya back on yer feet as fast as ya’d like.” Stevie hated the hick coming back into her voice, the old accent she’d struggled so hard to lose. Her anger brought it back with a vengeance, and she was surely angry now. Who was this old man to question her abilities?

      “Ya done throwin’ a temper tantrum?” Zeke leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling. “A year ago, Stevie, ya would have had my stump pink and slick as a newborn’s ass inside a month.”

      Stevie blew out an irritated sigh. “I’m still healing, inside. I’ll admit that. I had to let loose a few times, wasn’t really ready for it. But I’m still fine, Zeke.”

      Zeke shrugged, an awkward gesture that drew attention to his stump. “I ain’ sayin’ yer not. But none of us came through that fire without bein’ changed by it. Least of all yer girl.”

      She kicked the stool away as she surged to her feet. Her hair whipped away from her face, and a cold wind swirled around their feet, chasing dust bunnies and tobacco scraps before it. “Ya got no right to talk about my girl. Ya have no idea what she went through, what she did for us.”

      Zeke dropped his gaze from Stevie, making her feel like shit. “Yer right, I got no right to talk about what happened to that little girl. But ya need to be aware that there’s somethin’ not right. Don’t blind yerself. That girl’s still hurtin’.”

      “She’s my daughter. I think I know how she’s doing.” But inside her anger, there was a core of fear. Stevie knew she was only this upset because Zeke had touched on something she’d been trying to avoid. “Thank ya kindly for yer advice. Take care of yer arm.”

      The front door blew open at her approach, and a biting wind chased Stevie all the way to the Rambler.

      Elsa didn’t say a word, just scampered after her mother to the wagon. They threw themselves into the old car, and Stevie found herself staring at Zeke’s tired eyes through the still-open front door. He sat in the chair, old and scared and worn out. Stevie looked away, ashamed of her outburst, afraid that Zeke was right.

      She drove away from the little shack, eyes locked on the road. Afraid to look back. Afraid to look at her own daughter, who sat silent and small on the seat next to her.
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      Joe hated to admit it, but his old truck looked pretty shitty rolling down the streets of Ironton these days. Not so long ago, he’d felt the poverty in this town like a physical presence, a thirsty vampire waiting to suck the life out of anyone who called the place home. There was still something in the air here, a darkness that lurked everywhere in Pitchfork, but the desperation wasn’t as keen as it had been.

      Where before there were empty houses and boarded-up storefronts, now Joe saw family homes and new shops. Half the businesses were either liquor stores or payday loan joints, but it was a start.

      It wasn’t just the real estate that had spruced up. There were shiny new trucks and sports cars parked in driveways and cruising the streets. Next to the new rigs, Joe’s old truck stuck out like a sore thumb. One with a blackened nail and warts. Maybe some unsightly callouses.

      The truck backfired, a disgruntled pop that shook its frame and knocked Joe out of his own head. He’d spent most of the past three months holed up at his place, doing his best to stay sober and keep the nightmares from eating his skull. It was hard to believe all of this change had sprung up in that short span of time.

      Passing by a new car lot, Joe wondered how long it would last. Money came to Pitchfork infrequently; he had a hard time remembering the last time it set up shop and stuck around. He hoped a few more months down the road wouldn’t find this a hopping spot for enterprising repo men and arsonists working the insurance circuit.

      He blew out a sigh and headed for his original destination. “Time will tell, I suppose.”

      The truck grumbled its agreement as it bounced along the rutted gravel road leading into the woods on the edge of town.

      Despite it’s isolated locale the Hanging Rooster was packed, the football crowd drinking their way through another abysmal showing by the Rams. Joe tried to like football, it seemed like a good way to pass the time, but it never took with him. There was something about the fake combat that rubbed him the wrong way. Millionaires butting heads wasn’t his idea of a good time.

      Joe found a spot for his truck around back of the bar. None of the new cars were parked there, the owners were too scared of oak trees dropping acorns onto their fancy paint jobs or bluejays shitting all over the windshields. The old truck didn’t care, it had weathered far worse.

      Inside, the place was even more crowded than the parking lot. The small bar was cramped with drinkers, their cigarette smoke filling in the gaps left by their bodies. Joe threaded his way through the place, doing his best not to attract any attention as he headed for the bar.

      He wedged himself in at one end of the U-shaped bar, where there was a little space to be found because there was no line of sight to the monster of a new TV the Woodhawks had mounted on the far wall.

      He waved at Nancy, one of the two sisters who owned the place, and settled in to wait for her. The Woodhawk sisters were friendly to him, which made them a rarity in Pitchfork. He could find out more from talking to Nancy or Liz for five minutes than he’d pick up trolling the streets all day.

      Nancy slid a can of Busch toward Joe. It landed in his hand, smooth and wet and cold. He held it for a long moment, memories flooding back and mouth watering, then slid it back across the bar. “Not today, Nance.”

      She raised an eyebrow toward him, then leaned in close to make herself heard over the dull thunder of the packed bar’s patrons. “Whiskey?”

      Joe shook his head. “I’m on the wagon. Need to dry my brain out for a while.”

      She nodded and rested her chin in her palms, elbows on the bar. “So why ya hanging out in a bar?”

      Joe shrugged. The truth was he felt restless and out of sorts. He came to the bar because it was familiar and he wasn’t sure what to do with himself. “Just keeping an eye on things. You know how it is.”

      Nancy popped the tab on the beer between them, spraying some foam in Joe’s face. “Sorry,” she grinned around the word.

      “Like hell.” Joe mopped his face against the shoulder of his flannel shirt, resisting the urge to lick the droplets of beer from his upper lip. “How are things in town these days?”

      Nancy took a healthy swig of the beer and knocked it against the wooden top of the bar. “Good, so far. Lots of jobs since that gas company moved in up on Pea Ridge. Lots of guys with money to blow on booze. That works out for me.”

      “I bet. Seen anything strange?”

      “It’s Pitchfork, there’s always something strange. But if you’re asking about bad strange, then no. Nothing. Not since that fuckery you put down in the fall.” Nancy looked at her regulars, shook her head. “People with a little jingle-jangle in their pockets don’t seem so hip to sign up for that kind of Left-Hand Path bullshit.”

      Joe wanted to believe that. It would be nice to think that things had righted themselves in his little county. With his clock running out, he’d be happy to go into the ground knowing Pitchfork was safe for his family and friends.

      He wanted to believe it, but he couldn’t. “My fingers are crossed for you. Mind if I poke around?”

      “Promise not to break my fancy new television set?”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      “Go ahead, then. No blood on the floor, either.”

      Joe winked at Nancy and moved away from the bar. He stalked through the crowd, a wolf among the sheep, doing his best not to draw attention to himself. He’d been scarce long enough for folks to forget how things had gone the last time he was in this bar.

      It didn’t hurt that most of the faces he saw were new. Money drew the hill folks down like a candle drew moths. There were bearded men here that probably hadn’t been in Ironton for a decade, called down to town by greed. There were others, too. Migrant truck drivers and roughnecks looking to cash in on the boom times. They paid him no mind, and he ignored them in turn; most of those men were too busy, too drunk, and too tired to get up to the kind of trouble Joe would have to stop.

      He also recognized the too-smooth faces of the professionals. The managers and money men who followed the work, the ones who took care of the hiring and firing, and did their level best to make the lives of labor hard as hell and twice as hot. They were the fuckers that had bled Ironton dry during the mining days. Joe didn’t bother tucking his elbows as he passed them. It certainly didn’t hurt his feelings if they took a shot in the ribs for getting too close to him.

      But there were regulars here, too. Men and women who preferred drinks to drugs and kept coming back despite that it had become a very different kind of bar than the dive where they’d perfected their blackouts. Joe nodded to them in recognition. Some nodded back. Most looked away, afraid of drawing his ire.

      Word hadn’t quite gotten around like he’d hoped. After what happened in the Haunter’s cave, Joe’d decided kicking everyone’s ass wasn’t really worth the trouble anymore. He’d let most of the cultists go back to their old lives, told them to walk the straight and narrow, and hoped they’d spread the news. The Marshal was willing to help with problems, not just put bullets into people that had problems.

      Joe reckoned he was going to have to put some work into his image. Turning over a new leaf looked to be a real pain in the fucking ass.

      He made a circuit of the bar without incident, though he couldn’t shake the feeling there was something off. “Fuck it,” he muttered and headed for the john.

      The restroom hadn’t been updated with any of the sisters’ money, that was for certain. It was a cramped collection of dingy stalls with one cracked sink and a puddle of water on the floor. Joe stood in one of the stalls and pissed into the filthy bowl.

      There was a window at eye level, looking over the alley next to the bar. Joe’d almost made it through the bar without finding any trouble.

      But not quite.

      Frank Blackbriar was out in the alley, surrounded by a trio of twentysomething douchebros in wifebeaters and sagging jeans. Joe focused his supernatural senses on Blackbriar. There was a faint orange flare in the asshole’s left hand. Looked like Frank was back to dealing his pathetic charms again.

      Joe zipped up and slipped out of the bar. He walked around the back of the place and eased into the alley. Frank was a pussy, the kind of guy who liked to have a lot of backup around when he was up to no good, but today all his buddies were sleeping in. Perfect.

      “What ya got here is a Grade A luck charm.” Frank dangled a knot of silver wire from a nickel chain. The shitty charm glowed with a faint, hellish light, like the fading memories of a sunset. “Ya bring this with ya to the riverboats, those slots’ll get real loose, if ya hear what I’m sayin’.”

      “How much?” The leader of the pack stank of the city. Since the big dustup a few months ago, word of Pitchfork’s peculiar offerings must have spread. Joe would have to put a stop to that.

      “Not for sale.” Joe’s hand lashed out on Frank’s blind side, snatching the charm out of the air.

      “Who the fuck are you?” The pack’s leader bowed up, his chest an inch from Joe’s. “This is none of your damned business.”

      Joe smiled. “You’re going to get a few seconds to get the fuck out of my face, seeing as how you’re a guest here in my county.”

      “And if I don’t feel like getting out of your face?”

      Joe drew strength the warring powers trapped in the back of his skull and did his best to ignore their outraged cries. His hands trembled as they fought him, but his muscles swelled with power and his eyes widened with the sudden rush of adrenaline. His grin became a stretched rictus. “Then I’m going to dismantle you and shove your bits and pieces up your girlfriends’ asses.”

      The young man stared at Joe for one more moment, then looked away. “You’re fucking crazy, man. Let’s get out of here.”

      The boys backed away, doing their best not to turn tail and run like hell.

      The Night Marshal turned back to Frank Blackbriar. “Guess I still got it.”

      “I ain’ breaking any laws here.” Frank tried to look tough, but his heart wasn’t in it. He’d come out on the very shortest end of the stick the last time his family had gone up against Joe, and the Night Marshal knew he wasn’t in a hurry to repeat the experience.

      Joe held his palm out, revealing the charm. There was power there, a little nudge from the Left-Hand Path. “You telling me this isn’t black magic, motherfucker?”

      Frank shook his head. Joe slapped him with the hand holding the charm, hard.

      The silver knot cut Frank’s cheek, releasing a thin trickle of blood. Joe was trying to be a kinder and gentler Night Marshal, but assholes like Frank set him off. “No more lies. No more peddling your crap in my county.”

      Frank bellowed, the pain and shame from the slap pushing him over the edge. He came at Joe like an aging freight train, all mass and heat and noise blaring straight ahead.

      Joe sidestepped the attack and swung his elbow into the back of Frank’s neck as the man raced past. The charm dealer slammed into the wall, headfirst. He sagged onto his heels, and Joe grabbed him by the back of his stained collar.

      A car screeched to a halt at the end of the alley, and blue-and-red bubblegum lights splashed garish color over Joe and Frank.

      “Fuck,” Joe spat. This was the last thing he needed.

      He raised his hands and waited for the new sheriff to come and bust his balls.
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      Joe kept a good grip on Frank to keep the asshole from making a break for it. Joe held his ground, and waited for the sheriff to come over and lecture him on the finer points of local law. He leaned in close to Frank’s ear. “If you say a single word, you piece of shit, I’ll feed you your teeth.”

      Frank opened his mouth, thought better of it, let his flabby jaw hang loose.

      The sheriff stalked down the alley, big hat throwing outsized shadows as the cruiser’s flashers strobed blue and red into the gloom. She stopped just a few yards from Joe, rested her hands on her overloaded utility belt. The sheriff stared at Joe, and he stared back, until she decided to break the silence half a minute later.

      “Mr. Hark, you are aware that I do not look kindly upon assault and battery in my county?” She watched him, hand well clear of her pistol, a crooked smile under her once-broken nose.

      “Ma’am, I assure you I am well within the law.” Joe shook Frank until the fat man’s eyes jiggled in their sockets. “Frank and I were just having a discussion about his very illegal charm hustle.”

      The sheriff scowled. “You’re not going to try and sell me on that line of bullshit again, are you? Because, honestly, I don’t care where you got that shiny badge of yours, the only star that matters in this county is mine.”

      It was Joe’s turn to scowl. He’d visited with the sheriff, a Ms. Laralaine Absher, twice since she took over for Pitchfork’s deceased former lawman. He’d explained the Night’s Law to her, using small words to make sure she understood, and they’d parted both times on what seemed liked good terms. He’d really thought she understood how things had to be, but now she was fucking with his day. “I know you’re not from around these parts, Sheriff, but I assure you this is not bullshit.”

      She watched Joe for a moment, then swept her hat off and brushed a handful of sleek, black hairs from her forehead. A pair of long-healed scars slashed down the left side of her face, like pink wax dripped across her coppery skin. She smiled to take the sting out of her words, but all Joe saw was white teeth snapping at him. “I don’t know what you believe, Joe, and as long as you stay out in the woods with your wife and kids, I do not have any fucks to give about your personal delusions. But when you come down to associate with the civilized folk, I’d appreciate if you not resort to violence.”

      Joe thought this over, then bashed Frank into the wall. “I don’t know that I’d call this violence. I mean, this is more instructional than anything.”

      “I’m going to let that slide, just this once, because I know that Schrader allowed you get up to all kinds of foolishness before he disappeared.” Her hand wasn’t quite as far from her pistol, just then. “But that ends now.”

      Joe tightened his grip on Frank’s collar. He walked the man a little closer to the sheriff, so she could get a good look at him. “You know what this dicksmear was up to?”

      She started to shrug, but Joe cut her off.

      “A few months ago, his whole goddamned family tried to slaughter me and feed the rest of the town to their crazy bat god, the Haunter in Darkness.” Joe raised his index finger to shut the sheriff down before she could open her mouth. “And the only reason that particular end-of-the-world party didn’t kick off as planned was because I broke it up.”

      “I understand what you think happened, but there’s nothing to corroborate your story, and no one will talk about it. Which makes me wonder just what hold you have over the fine people of Pitchfork County.”

      “You and I need to take a ride.” Joe had wanted to keep the Long Man on the sidelines with the new sheriff, but if she was going to be this way about it, he was out of options. The old fucker had a way of making folks see his side of things. “Talk to a man about what’s what around here.”

      “I don’t think so. Let him go.”

      “You have to be fucking kidding.” Joe pointed at Frank. “This guy was selling black magic to some boys from St. Louis. Is that really the kind of thing you want to let slide?”

      “We’re not doing this here. Cut him loose.”

      “You have no idea the world of pain you’re going to open up if you keep getting in my way.”

      “I guess we’ll see. Last chance.”

      Joe squeezed the back of Frank’s neck, hard, and shoved him toward the sheriff. “You’re making a big, big mistake here today.”

      Frank didn’t wait to see how things would shake out between Joe and the sheriff. He hoofed it out of the alley and paused by the cruiser. He grinned back at Joe, eyes catching red sparks from the sheriff’s emergency lights. Then he ran off, disappearing around the alley’s corner.

      “I don’t get you, Mr. Hark. I truly do not.” She leaned against the alley wall and chewed at the pad of her thumb. “You seem like a smart guy, you’ve been around. What’s your angle with all this Halloween crap?”

      Joe eased up on the sheriff, hands held out in front of him so she wouldn’t think he was getting froggy and jump the gun herself. He pointed to the wicked scars that ran down the back of his left hand and disappeared under his sleeve. “Hellcat did that.”

      He unfastened the top two buttons on his flannel shirt and spread it open wide so she could see the collection of crosshatched scars that started at his collarbones and crawled over his shoulders and down his back like a cloak of worms. “Bunch of demon bats damn near chewed all the skin off my back.”

      He was reaching down for the hem of his jeans when the sheriff spoke up and stopped him. “I get that your life has been pretty fucked up, and you’re a hell of a fighter from what I’ve heard, but if you think I’m going to let you run riot, we’re going to have a problem.”

      Joe hooked his thumbs into his belt to keep them from clenching into knuckle-popping fists. He looked down at the ground so the sheriff wouldn’t see him grinding his teeth and wished, for the hundredth time, that he’d picked up a new hat after he lost his old one. It was convenient to be able to hide his eyes under a brim.

      Because if the sheriff saw the rage in his face just then, she’d throw him in jail before he could talk her out of it. “All right,” he said, “all right. You think I’m full of shit, and I guess that’s your right. Nobody can tell you what to believe.”

      Sarcasm slithered around the sheriff’s next words like a snake in the high weeds. “Thank you so very much for that freedom.”

      “But you need to open your eyes, Laralaine. There is shit in Pitchfork the likes of which outsiders have never seen.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “I don’t give a fuck how it sounds. It’s the truth.” Joe felt his temper cooling. He didn’t want to start off his relationship with the new sheriff the way he’d ended with the last one. “I just don’t want us to be at odds every time I try and fix a problem outside your area of expertise.”

      “Don’t kick anymore asses, don’t shoot anyone, and we’ll be fine.” Her crooked smile was back. “People are terrified of you. Having you around could be useful, so don’t fuck it up.”

      “Let’s make a bet.”

      “Betting is illegal outside of riverboat casinos in the fine state of Missouri.”

      “Let’s call it a friendly wager, then. No money involved.” Joe leaned against the opposite wall of the alley, crossed his heels. “If you see some weird, fucked-up shit that you can’t explain in the next month, then you agree to come up to the Black Lodge with me and have a little chat about our friendly community and what, exactly, lives within its borders.”

      “And if nothing shakes my skepticism?”

      Joe shrugged. “Name it.”

      “You put away that ridiculous badge, and promise me you’ll stop carting around that ancient shotgun everyone is so afraid of.”

      She watched Joe, eyes sparking, and Joe knew she expected him to turn her down. He didn’t give a shit about what she thought, or how tough she pretended to be. Pitchfork was filled with weird shit; there was no way she could go a month without seeing something that would rock her little world down to its foundations.

      Joe stuck his hand out.

      The sheriff stared down at it, then clasped it.

      “Done and done,” Joe said, shaking her hand with two, quick pumps. “See ya in a few weeks.”

      She held his hand a moment longer, locked her green eyes onto his gaze. “Oh, you’ll see me before that, Joe. I’ve got my eye on you.”

      “Good luck,” Joe pulled his hand free. “I’m kind of a tough guy to pin down.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      She turned sharply on her heel and marched out of the alley without looking back. Joe watched her go and wondered who he’d pissed off to get such an asshole for a sheriff.
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      The ride to the Ames’s place was a quiet one. Stevie still felt raw from her argument with Zeke, and Elsa was too busy watching for wildlife outside her window to start a conversation. Stevie didn’t want to believe Zeke was right, but he had a point. Her powers were changing, shifting in a way she didn’t entirely understand. She hoped her trip out to take care of Shirley’s sick little boy would help her shake out of this rut, get her mojo back on track. She needed this.

      The Ames family had a brand-new pickup she knew cost twice as much as the shitbox trailer it sat next to. Stevie did her best not to judge, because she remembered all too well how it felt when money was tight. Blowing a little cash on nice things made you feel not quite so poor. Driving that shiny new truck made Ken Ames feel a little better about keeping his family in a piece of leaky aluminum tornado bait. She couldn’t help but wonder if he’d feel just as good if he spent the money getting his wife and kids into a real house.

      Elsa perked up next to her mother as they pulled up to the Ames’s trailer. “Ben going to be okay?”

      Stevie tousled her daughter’s hair. “Let’s go on in and see what we can see. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      Mother and daughter clambered out of the Rambler and up the gravel drive to the trailer. Elsa’s hands and bare feet navigated the uneven path with ease, but Stevie had to pay attention to where she stepped to avoid turning an ankle. Deep depressions, rimmed with frost and filled with brackish water, dotted the drive, making the footing treacherous. Stevie could see other sunken spots in the yard, and one corner of the trailer dipped down at an odd angle. Maybe she should have Al bring his dogs out here, see if there were some moles from hell undermining the area. “When it rains,” she muttered, and climbed the rickety stairs up to the trailer.

      Before Stevie could knock, Shirley had the door open. “Thank you so much,” she started before tears overwhelmed her. She wept into her hands and backed away from the door.

      Stevie followed her into the trailer’s dim interior, doing her best not to wrinkle her nose. There was a deep funk permeating the house, a rich and powerful stink that reminded Stevie of summer in the swamp. She looked over her shoulder at Elsa, squatting in the front yard and peering into one of the water-bottomed divots, then followed Shirley deeper into the house.

      Ken Ames grunted when Stevie and his wife walked between his seat on the sagging couch and the 65-inch monstrosity of a flat panel television across the room. He shifted his head from side to side, not wanting to miss a moment of the pregame show. Shirley whispered to Stevie as they headed to the back of the trailer, “All he does is work and watch that TV. I don’t think he even knows Ben is sick.”

      Stevie held her tongue. This wasn’t her family, it wasn’t her place to tell Shirley how to whip her house into order. When men had jobs, they felt empowered, in charge. Someone had to remind them that they still had skid marks in their tighty whiteys, regardless of how flush with cash they might be. Rather than insert herself into the marital difficulties of the Ames household, she asked about the sickness she’d been called to treat. “So what’s got Ben down?”

      Shirley stopped outside the last door on the left side of the trailer’s hallway. “That’s the thing, I don’t know. He doesn’t complain about anything, but he’s running a fever and he won’t eat. He had nightmares something terrible for a few days before the fever hit. Now he just sits in his room and sweats.”

      Stevie nodded. This is why they’d called on her. If the boy had the flu or the chickenpox, they’d haul him to the doctor or the Minute Clinic. But when it came to the sorts of illnesses no one could explain, there was no one better than Stevie for putting things right. She licked her lips. Of course, things had changed recently. She hoped she could help the boy.

      Shirley led Stevie into Ben’s room. “Hey, little man. I brought someone to see you.”

      Ben was big for his age, six years going on ten. He was stripped down to a pair of cut-off jeans, lying flat on his back on the unmade bed. His skin was slick with sweat, and Stevie knew at once he was the source of the stench she’d noticed earlier. Ben’s eyes shifted toward his mother, then Stevie, but otherwise he remained motionless. His eyes swivelled back toward the ceiling, staring at nothing.

      Stevie didn’t bother talking to him. She slid the satchel off her left shoulder and rested it on the floor by the bed. She had to breathe through her mouth the stink was so strong in the little room. It reminded her of the time the bog had run shallow during a long drought, laying bare thick, black mud that stank of waterlogged rot. She pressed the back of her hand to Ben’s forehead and failed to stifle a gasp. The boy was far past hot, his pale skin so heated it stung Stevie’s hand where she’d touched him. But he wasn’t flushed and didn’t seem to be suffering from the heat. Stevie was pretty sure his little brain should have been baking inside his skull at that temperature. There was something dark afoot here.

      “Shirley, you mind stepping outside the room for just a bit?” Stevie tried to keep her voice level, but she could feel an edge of panic creeping into her thoughts. There was something odd here, and she was no longer the healer she’d once been. If she fucked this up, there was a good chance the boy would end up much worse off than he was now. She needed quiet to concentrate.

      Shirley left the room without a word and closed the door behind her.

      Alone with Ben, Stevie reached for the core of power that was her birthright as the Bog Witch of Pitchfork County. It thrummed in the grasp of her mind, a live wire that stretched back through generations of women before her. The strength and energy filled Stevie with confidence and pushed her fears of failure to the side. She could do this.

      She shifted her vision, pushing her sight into the realm of spirits and shadows, where she was sure the real problem lurked. The air in the cramped room shivered around her, then parted to reveal the other world. The light weakened, became a silvery glow that seemed to stick to everything it touched rather than shed real light. Shadows deepened in the corners and leaked out toward the center of the room. Stevie focused on Ben, peering down through the layers of his meat and bones to see where the problem might lie.

      She didn’t have far to look. Black threads wound through the boy’s body, running alongside his arteries, coiling around his heart like a nest of copperheads. They pulsed, out of time with Ben’s heartbeat, and seemed to grow and stretch through even more of his body as she watched. Ben was infested. Stevie just didn’t know what was behind the infestation.

      Her bag was stuffed with all manner of supplies. There were herbs she could use to amplify her healing energies against most common maladies, but they were of no use against such otherworldly problems. Whatever she was up against seemed more like a parasite than a disease. She needed to get it out of the boy’s body.

      Stevie dug in her satchel and came up with a crystal vial with a wide, silver-wrapped mouth, and a copper-bladed knife. Meant for binding nature spirits, they weren’t perfect for the task at hand, but would serve her purpose well enough.

      Stevie left Ben’s side to lock his bedroom door and push the room’s sole chair under its handle. What she was about to do would be noisy, and some of that noise was going to come from the boy. She didn’t want to have to try and deal with Shirley while she worked her hoodoo.

      “All right, let’s see what we’ve got,” she whispered, and knelt at Ben’s side again. She pinched a little of his feverish, sweaty belly skin with her left hand, and drew the edge of the copper knife across it with her right. Blood, red and hot, ran from the cut and slithered past Stevie’s fingers. She sliced the knife in a short line perpendicular to the first cut, forming a crimson X. Ben hadn’t reacted to either cut, just kept on staring up at the ceiling. Stevie released his skin.

      She held the vial in her left hand and drew her power into the palm of her hand. The vial grew warm, then hot, and a small ball of purple fire appeared inside it. The flame hovered in the center of the vial, flickering with eldritch power.

      Stevie flipped the vial over and pressed it over the cuts she’d opened on Ben’s stomach. The fire flared bright for one moment as it greedily sucked up the last of the oxygen in the vial, then disappeared with a muted pop. The vacuum it left behind locked the vial’s silver-wrapped mouth over the cuts, forming a tight seal that held it in place.

      The black threads running through Ben’s flesh reacted at once to her actions. They drew away from the cut, burrowing deeper into the boy’s muscles and bones. They wrapped tight around his heart, and Stevie saw the boy’s mouth open wide as he gasped for breath. She concentrated, wrapping her power around the threads closest to the cut and pulling with all the strength she could muster.

      The first of the threads emerged from the cut, hair-fine and whipping around the inside of the crystal vial like a decapitated rattlesnake. It tried to pull away, to withdraw back into the comfort of Ben’s body, but Stevie held fast to it. It slithered up into the vial, coiling inside it as more and more of the thing was drawn out of the boy.

      Stevie panted with the effort, her lungs aching as she gulped in breaths, hungry for air as the struggle threatened to consume her. Whatever was inside Ben, it was strong, and it wanted to stay where it was. Worse, it used the boy’s heart as an anchor, squeezing its roots around the thudding muscle and impeding its work. She didn’t have long - if it took her more than another minute or two to get the last of this vile shit out of Ben, he’d be dead.

      More of the threads emerged from the cut, clinging to the boy as Stevie reeled them out. There were so many of the parasitic threads, and so little time to pluck them all out of his flesh. Her frustration grew as they seemed to multiply as she worked. She wanted to turn her power from healing to destruction, send a surge of violet fire coursing along the threads until they were all burnt away. It would kill Ben, she was sure of that, but at least the parasite wouldn’t defeat her.

      The thought made her sick. She wasn’t here to prove herself better than this cursed mess. She was here to do what the people of Pitchfork County needed her to do. She was here to save this boy’s life.

      But she wasn’t strong enough to drag the monstrosity out of Ben. It was too deeply rooted within him, too secure in its position. She couldn’t force it out.

      But maybe she could lure it out.

      Stevie tried to see the world from its viewpoint. If it was a parasite, it needed a host. Poor Ben seemed to serve that purpose at the moment, but it was wearing him down. He couldn’t move or even talk, it seemed, which made him more of a prison for the thing inside him than a vehicle.

      Stevie took her hands off the vial and repositioned herself next to Ben’s head. She leaned in close and pried his mouth open with her fingertips. She whispered words that were old when mankind’s first ancestors dragged themselves from the sea, words that cracked the corners of her lips and made her teeth buzz with an electric tingle.

      The thing inside Ben responded at once, jerking toward the sound like a shark heading for blood. It sensed strength and power. It sensed a better nest than its current home.

      Stevie could see it surging up the boy’s throat at a speed far greater than she’d anticipated. It whipped up and out of Ben’s mouth, a writhing stalk of bristling shadow. For a moment, it hung in the air, a reeking thundercloud of wriggling threads.

      Then it speared through the air, a boiling column of darkness aimed straight at Stevie’s face.
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      The parasite plunged toward Stevie faster than she could react. The seething spear of its wriggling body smashed into her face, pushed past her lips, and flowed over her teeth. It was like swallowing a mouthful of grandaddy longlegs, all prickling feet tapping along the roof of her mouth and tickling her tongue while her throat filled with something juicy and foul. Wherever it touched her, it stung like a thousand tiny needles, digging, probing for a way inside.

      Stevie fell onto her back, and the infestation flowed up her nose, ran down into her ears. She closed her eyes tight against the questing threads, but could feel them digging at the roots of her lashes, seeking a way inside her flesh. She knew she didn’t have much time. If they took root inside her, she’d be as lost as Ben.

      Worse than the horrible invasion was the sense of something squeezing into her thoughts, a strange and malignant presence that directed the parasite and emanated an all-consuming hatred. Stevie had never experienced anything like it, not even when she had confronted the wretched power of the half-made girls. This was something deeper, more primal, an elemental force.

      Red sparklers erupted behind Stevie’s eyelids, and her pulse thudded in her ears as she burned away the last of the air in her lungs. Stevie dug her fingers into the monster clinging to her face, but she could find no purchase. It lashed and stung her hands, but her grip slipped away from the hair-fine filaments as if they were smoke.

      Stevie turned back to the plan she’d rejected when trying to save Ben. She couldn’t let this thing inside her, even if fighting it off might kill her. If it took her over, if she became its host, there was no hope for anything in Pitchfork County. With her witchcraft at its disposal, the parasite would be unstoppable.

      She dove deep into her own mind, focusing her thoughts inward to avoid distraction, and let her power build. She gathered that strength within her belly, a ball of unearthly fury that threatened to tear her in half with its raw intensity. Bloody tears ran from her eyes, and her throat ached with an unvoiced scream as the pain tore at her guts. When she could take it no more, she went limp, and stopped fighting.

      Freed from Stevie’s resistance, the parasite lunged forward, driving itself down her throat, seeking the core of her being where it could sink its roots in deepest. At the same instant, the witch’s brew of pain and panic and rage burst free from Stevie. It roared up from her belly and met the parasite head on.

      There was a crack like thunder, and the trailer shook on its concrete blocks. A vivid silver light burned shadows into the walls of Ben’s room, tattooing Stevie’s outline onto the cheap paneling, scorching a chiaroscuro sketch of the parasite into the ceiling. Stevie’s scream followed the blast of power, a raw-edged wail that left her curled in on herself, hands clutched to her lacerated face. Blood ran over her torn lips and pooled on the carpet. She ached from the inside out, but she was alive.

      There was just one thing left to do. Stevie got up onto her knees and crawled to Ben’s bed. The crystal vial was still attached to him, a few squirming threads trapped in its vacuum. The little black squiggles seemed to know the danger they were in, to be aware that the greater mass of their being had been destroyed. They struggled to crawl back into Ben, to get inside their host before it was too late.

      Stevie blinked, focusing her witch’s sight on the boy once more. There were no black spots inside him, no writhing threads. She clenched her fist around the vial and coughed out a word to seal it. The crystal popped free of the boy, and she lifted it between her fingertips. The black threads huddled in the bottom of the vial, shivering. “Got you, motherfucker.”

      She looked around the room but could find no evidence any of the parasite had survived. The fire of her rage had devoured it and left nothing behind to torment the Ames family any further.

      Stevie felt Ben’s wide eyes on her, and gave the boy what she hoped was a reassuring smile.

      “You okay, ma’am?”

      From the look in the kid’s eyes, Stevie could tell she didn’t look okay. She touched her fingers to her face and they came away bloody. She spent a moment taking inventory of her body, searching herself for signs of infestation. But, other than the quivering bits and pieces in her vial, Stevie couldn’t see any trace of the parasite. “Yeah. I think so. How about you, kiddo?”

      Ben blinked and stretched, like he’d just woken from a long nap. “I feel better. Not so tired no more. Are them boys still outside?”

      Stevie dug around in her satchel, came out with a bottle of spring water and a wash cloth. She splashed some water on the cloth and  cleaned the blood from her face with tentative swipes. “What boys?”

      “Them ones been out in the yard, buggin’ me all night. I can’t hear ‘em no more.” Ben scrambled out of his bed and hopped over to the narrow window. He peeled back the shades and let in a welcome slice of sunlight. “Them ones.”

      Stevie joined Ben by the window and looked through the flyspecked glass. There was no one in the overgrown backyard, but she could see pale faces and thin limbs lurking at the edge of the forest beyond the swath of green. She could count a baker’s dozen boys without even trying. “Your mom know about these boys?”

      The boy shrugged. “I done told her about ‘em, but I don’t think she believed me. I think them was the ones made me sick.”

      Stevie nodded. The boys were too far away for her to get a good read on them, but there was something ominous and unnatural about the lot of them. They seemed insubstantial, shifting under her gaze so her vision swam. “They ever do anything?”

      “At night, they get up outside my window and whisper to me. Can’t rightly hear what they say, but it makes me want to go out and play with ‘em.” Ben shuddered at the memory. “That’s why I stayed in bed. I was afraid if I got got up, I’d just climb right out the window and be gone for good.”

      “You did right.” Stevie watched as the boys slid deeper into the shadows and vanished. “I don’t think those kids are up to any good.”

      “You think I’m really okay?”

      Stevie pointed to the bed. “Have a seat. I’m going to give you a good looking over.”

      He sat down on the bed and bounced with childish energy, his pale skin and sunken eyes the only sign that he’d ever been sick. “No shots?”

      She raised her right hand, then crossed her heart. “No needles.”

      Ben sat still for the rest of Stevie’s examination, not even blinking when she pulled his eyelids down and pried his mouth wide so she could stare down his gullet. She was looking for something, anything, that would point to signs of infestation. But other than looking tired and the bloody, but shallow, cut on his belly, Stevie couldn’t find anything wrong with Ben. She’d gotten the last of it. As far as she could tell, he was right as rain. She dug a square bandage and roll of surgical tape out of her bag and covered the x-shaped incision. “You’re good to go, kiddo.”

      Stevie unlocked the door, and Ben bolted out at once, pushing past Stevie and dodging around his mother to rush down the trailer’s sole hallway.

      Shirley looked at Stevie with a question in her eyes. “I heard—”

      “I’m sure you did.” Stevie didn’t feel like explaining to Shirley that her son had played host to a demonic parasite. “He’s fine now, though.”

      Shirley pressed shaking fingertips to her lips and blinked away tears. “Thank you, Stevie. Are you all right?  Your face—”

      Stevie shrugged her satchel over her shoulder. “Ben said there were some boys hanging around the house while he was sick?”

      Shirley dug a folded trio of twenties from the front pocket of her jeans. She pressed the bills into Stevie’s palm as she spoke. “He kept saying there were boys out there, calling to him, wanting him to come out and play. But whenever I looked out the window, I never saw anything. Figured he was having fever dreams.”

      Stevie took the money and shoved it into her own pocket. Since Joe and the Long Man had been at odds, money was a little tighter than normal. “Keep an eye on him. Change the butterfly bandages on his belly every night until it’s healed up, I had to nick him a little to get the worst of it out. I wouldn’t let him outside for a few days, at least. He’s still a little under the weather, even if he looks like he’s doing fine.”

      Shirley followed Stevie out to the living room, where Ben sat with his dad watching football. The women walked around the back of the couch and kept their voices low as they spoke.

      “Thank you, Stevie. You always know what to do.”

      Stevie felt her cheeks heat with the praise. She’d almost killed Ben, damn near gotten herself infested with something straight from hell. She wasn’t the healer she used to be, that was for sure. “Thank you, I appreciate that. I’ll come check on him next week. If anything else happens, you be sure to call me.”

      Shirley clutched Stevie’s hand between her own. “I will. Thank you again.”

      Stevie leaned in and kissed Shirley on the cheek. She left behind a bloody smear from her broken lips and did her best to dab it away with her fingertips. “Go be with your boy. He needs his mama.”

      She let herself out and headed for the Rambler. “Let’s go, Elsa. I’m starving for some lunch.”

      Elsa beat Stevie to the car and swung herself up and inside. “I want a BLT. Lemonade.”

      Stevie slid in behind the wheel and patted Elsa’s knee. “I’ll fry the bacon if you’ll make the lemonade and cut up the L and T.”

      “Sure.” Elsa watched the trailer as the Rambler backed down the drive. “Mama, them boys are mad at you.”

      Stevie tried not to wreck the Rambler. “You saw them?”

      Elsa rolled down her window and hung her hand over the side of the Rambler, drumming her fingers on the outside of the door. The cold wind bit at Stevie’s cheeks, but she knew Elsa enjoyed the fresh air. “Yup. They wanted me to come play, until they found out you was my mama.”

      “Then what happened?”

      Elsa watched the woods drift by, eyes half-lidded. “Then they said I should tell you to mind your own business.”

      Stevie snorted. “Maybe they’re the ones who ought to mind their beeswax.”

      Elsa grinned at her mama. “I told ‘em we weren’t afraid. Told ‘em if they wanted a fight, to come on and have a go at us.”

      Stevie laughed in spite of the dread she’d felt at the sight of those strange, pale boys. She wasn’t sure what they were, but she agreed with Elsa.

      Stevie tuned the radio to KSHE and let the classic rock blare from the Rambler’s open window.

      If the little fuckers wanted a fight, Stevie was happy to oblige.
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      Stevie lifted a sleeve of Texas toast from off the top of the refrigerator. Her stomach rumbled at the thought of the head-sized sandwiches she was preparing to make. The battle at the Ames’s place had left her exhausted and hollowed out; while her power was a gift from her mother, using it burned calories and willpower at an alarming rate. She rooted around in the refrigerator for a while longer, coming up with a half-dozen packets of sliced deli meat, a pair of tomatoes, a head of lettuce, and a slab of thick-sliced bacon. That would do for a start. Stevie pointed to the basket of lemons on the counter and nodded to her daughter, “Get going on some lemonade, little bit.”

      She watched Elsa clamber up onto the counter, then turned her attention back to task at hand. She got the cast-iron skillet on the burner while Elsa chopped the lemons. Since the battle against the half-made girls and their demented god, Elsa had stopped hiding behind her masks, but she’d become quieter, less prone to chatter. While her physical wounds had faded from raw, red punctures to pale, pink divots, her spiritual injuries had been slower to heal. Just seeing Elsa up and about was enough to lighten Stevie’s heart; seeing her daughter actually doing something as simple as making lemonade made her mother want to sing. Stevie kept an eye on Elsa, but the girl seemed up to the task of chopping lemons and filling the pitcher with water.

      Outside, dogs barked at one another. Looking through the kitchen window, Stevie watched Alasdair burst from the woods to the east of the house. He was a long, lean flash of pale flesh and pointed, vulpine features. His powerful claws threw up clods of earth as he crossed the ground in the blink of an eye. The big black dogs, once the servants of the Long Man but now bound to Stevie’s son, came after him, great pink tongues lolling and dripping ropes of white slobber. Try as they might, the dogs were no match for Alasdair’s speed. He made it across the hundred yards between forest and the house in a handful of seconds, changing form as he came. By the time he came into the kitchen, he was back to being a slight young man with pale-blue eyes and too-long hair that hung across them like a veil.

      Stevie threw slices of bacon into the hot skillet. “Good run?” she asked Al.

      “Not bad.” Al shrugged. “The dogs aren’t fast enough to give me much of a workout these days.”

      Elsa wrinkled her nose at mention of the dogs. She stirred a cup of sugar into the lemonade. “Those stinky dogs need to go bother someone else.”

      Al scooped his little sister off the counter and squeezed her tight. “Those are my stinky dogs, thank you very much.”

      Elsa kissed her brother on the cheek and sniffed. “You smell worse than they do.”

      Al tickled her until she screamed with laughter and flailed helpless in his arms. “And you smell worse than all of us combined,” he laughed.

      Stevie turned back to her bacon, doing her best to hide her tears from her children. They’d both been through so much, seeing them laugh and play together filled her heart to bursting. Maybe they’d finally healed enough to go back to being a more-or-less normal family.

      “If you make her pee herself, you’re cleaning it up,” Joe growled from the doorway.

      Elsa squealed in protest. “I wouldn’t do that!”

      Joe turned Stevie toward him, and examined her battered face. “I see you found some trouble while I was out. How bad?”

      She shrugged and kissed Joe on the cheek. “It’s been worse, and it’s nothing that won’t heal. How about you?”

      “That new sheriff is going to be trouble.”

      Stevie scooped the first batch of bacon out of the skillet and onto a plate. She stripped five more slices off the slab and into the skillet. “What now?”

      “She doesn’t get it. Doesn’t think what I do is important.” Joe leaned back on the counter next to Stevie. “She doesn’t believe in all the bad old shit floating around Pitchfork.”

      Stevie wiggled her fingers at Joe. “Want me to show her what she should believe? Work up a few hoodoo ghosts to get her attention?”

      Joe laughed and poured himself a glass of lemonade. “That sounds like a terrible idea. She’d probably end up trying to arrest them and get herself torn to pieces.”

      “Serve her right.” Stevie hadn’t met the new sheriff yet, but it bothered her to no end that an outsider had that job. Pitchfork was a special place, the kind of town that wasn’t meant for just anyone. Having someone who wasn’t born here as sheriff was going to cause problems that would fall to Joe to clean up. “Why not take her for a ride-along? Show her a devil pig or a hellcat. Or take her down to that hole in the ground, show her what you left down there.”

      Joe busied himself putting sandwiches together. He stacked slices of ham, turkey, and roast beef onto a thick slab of Texas toast. “Maybe. I don’t know if even that would get through her thick skull. How’d things go at the Ames’s place?”

      Stevie shrugged, tilted her face so Joe could get a good look at the scratches and cuts, the torn edges of her lips. “Double up the meat on mine. It was a rough one.”

      Joe frowned at her injuries, but kept his thoughts to himself. He added more roast beef and bacon to the sandwich and topped it with torn hunks of lettuce. He grabbed a plate from the cupboard and a knife from the drawer and hacked one of the tomatoes into uneven slices. “Everyone okay?”

      Stevie added three more slices of bacon to the sandwich Joe was making. “They are now. But we need to keep our eyes open. I don’t know what that thing was or where it came from. Some kind of elemental spirit, maybe. Definitely a parasite of some sort.”

      Joe lifted the bacon and slid a slice of tomato under it. “Want mayo on this?”

      Stevie shook her head. “Dry’s fine. There were these little boys, too. Probably revenants? Just need to be sure it was an isolated case, not something bigger.”

      With a groan, Joe started working on another sandwich. “I’m not up to dealing with an invasion. I’ll keep my ear to the ground, but unless you’ve got more to go on, I say we call it a one-off problem and not go digging for trouble.”

      Stevie took the last of the bacon out of the skillet and lifted the heavy pan off the burner. She slid bacon on to the second sandwich. “Fine with me. I haven’t heard of anyone else dealing with this kind of thing lately, though I’m not as plugged into the grapevine as I used to be.”

      Joe took both their plates to the table and sat down. His knees and back popped as they bent, a dry-wood snapping that drew a wince from Stevie. She joined him at the table and dove into her sandwich. “Al,” she said between bites, “why don’t you make sandwiches for you and your sister and pour us all some lemonade?”

      “Do we have anything…fresher than this sliced stuff?” He poked at the packages with one finger tip, lips curled in disgust.

      “Don’t be gross.” Elsa scrambled out of his arms and crawled back onto the counter. “I’ll pour the lemonade. You make the sandwiches.”

      Stevie eyed her husband over her sandwich. She ate with gusto, plowing through half the sandwich and draining a whole glass of lemonade while Joe had taken only a single bite. “Something wrong?” she asked.

      Joe took another bite, washed it down with a sip of lemonade. “Stomach’s a little upset.”

      “Getting old,” she grinned and took another big bite. With some food in her belly, she was feeling much better, stronger. “Finish your sandwich, and you’ll feel better.”

      They ate in silence until the children joined them. Al ate like his mother, wolfing down huge bites of meat and bread, barely chewing before he swallowed. Elsa took dainty bites, almost nibbles, chewing each one carefully before swallowing.

      “Good bacon,” Al said. He washed another big bite down his throat with a gulp from his glass. “Nice work on the lemonade, squirt.”

      Elsa took a big drink, wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Thanks. Probably be six months before we have any more. Stupid winter.”

      Stevie finished the last of her sandwich and drained her second tumbler of lemonade. “That was delicious.”

      Joe pushed his plate away. “Wish I wasn’t feeling so crappy.”

      Stevie rubbed her husband’s shoulder. “You want me to try and fix you up? I still have the recipe for your morning herbs.”

      He grunted, shook his head. “That’s half the reason I quit drinking. Can’t stand the taste of that shit. Probably just nerves. That sheriff bugged the hell out of me.”

      Al rubbed his stomach as well. “Maybe it’s something else. I’m not feeling great, either.”

      Elsa drank down the last of her lemonade. “Probably something you ate while you were farting around with your dogs in the woods. I know what you do out there.”

      Al raised an eyebrow in his sister’s direction. “You think? What do I do out there?”

      Her daughter grinned, and Stevie had to blink away a tear. She hadn’t seen Elsa this mischievous in months.

      “I saw you eating a possum once.” Elsa stuck out her tongue and made a gagging noise. “Right off the ground. Didn’t even cook it.”

      Al gave his sister a wicked grin. “Well, little bit, it’s either that, or I start looking for something tastier a little closer to home.”

      Stevie rapped her knuckles on the table. “That’s not funny, Al.”

      Her son winced at the harsh rebuke in her words. “Sorry, Mom.”

      Elsa scowled at her brother. “Not like you could eat me, anyway.”

      Joe cleared his throat. “Let’s settle down.”

      Elsa narrowed her eyes and growled at Joe. She spoke in a harsh, menacing tone. “You don’t tell me what to do.”

      The abrupt change in her daughter’s attitude caught Stevie off guard. Fear and anger mixed in her guts, a surge of emotions that made her feel raw and exposed. “You do not talk to your father that way.”

      Elsa launched from her chair and pounced on the table, kicking her plate and glass across the kitchen as she landed. Her eyes flashed cold and blue, and her shadow stretched out against the light behind her, long and twisted. “You don’ even know who yer talkin’ to.”

      Joe and Al both pushed back from the table, away from Elsa. Stevie stood, slow and careful, eyes locked on her daughter. “Everyone just calm down.”

      But she was having a tough time staying calm herself. Because she did know who she was talking to now, and the very thought curdled her stomach.

      “After what ya did to me?” Elsa spit a glob of mucous that stuck to Stevie’s cheek. “Shit, girl, I ain’ gonna calm down ‘til ya pay for yer sins.”

      Stevie felt faint. The power she’d inherited from her mother flared around her, a cold corona of unseen winds and thick shadows. Elsa responded to the display by arching her back and hissing out a string of dead syllables that crackled light lightning around her. “Come on then, girl,” she whispered, “show yer mama what ya got.”
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      Joe’s hands yearned for his shotgun. He knew the voice coming out of his daughter, but he didn’t know how what he heard was possible. “How the fuck did she get in here, Stevie?”

      Because his mother-in-law had been dead for years. Joe’d feared her ghost would show up after he’d killed her, but the angry old bitch had stayed out of his life. Now, here she was, wearing his daughter’s skin.

      Stevie didn’t take her eyes off their daughter. Joe could see she was ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice if things went south. “I don’t know. Unless Elsa invited her in.”

      The old woman’s voice poured out of Elsa like barking vomit. “I go where I please, assholes. Ain’ no need for me to wait on an invitation from this slip of a girl.”

      Elsa shook as she spoke, her eyes wild and panicked. She twisted her head by slow degrees, ratcheting toward her father and fixing him with a desperate stare. Joe could see his little girl trapped in those eyes. “Hang on, little bit. We’ll fix this.”

      Fast as a copperhead strike, Elsa lunged for Joe. She snarled a hateful hex as she came at him, filling the air between them with a spear of dead, ebony light. Shadows writhed in the baleful glow, their alien forms clawing at the walls and ceiling of the kitchen as if desperate to escape the little girl’s words.

      Fury fueled Joe’s defense. Faster than he could think, he tore the badge from his shirt and caught the black spear in its center. Thunder boomed in the kitchen, shattering windows and sending a jagged crack running down the center of the heavy oak table. Cabinets opened wide and slammed closed.

      The black bolt rebounded and caught Elsa in the left shoulder. The blow sent her tumbling back across the room like a boneless rag doll. She slammed into the wall, and her eyes fluttered as she slid into a crumpled heap on the floor.

      “Shit,” Joe said as his breath leaked out of his lungs. He shoved his badge into his shirt pocket, ashamed of how he’d reacted. He rushed toward his daughter, unsure of how much damage he’d done. He’d known the bolt had the power to kill him, he just prayed its reflected wrath was too weak to be fatal for his daughter. He knelt down next to Elsa and rubbed her wrist between his palms. “Come on, baby. Wake up.”

      She grinned at him with bloodstained teeth. Elsa slammed her left hand against Joe’s chest with the force of a wrecking ball. He flew back from his daughter and skidded over the kitchen table, landing on the far side in a crumpled heap. His head rang, and his spine ached as if someone had cracked it like a whip. He tried to get back on his feet, but couldn’t even make it to his knees.

      “Enough!” Stevie shouted. Joe felt her power fall on him like a giant hand, pinning him to the floor with such force it drove the wind from his lungs. He struggled against her witchcraft, but it was like trying to lift a house. He couldn’t even reach his badge. He was pinned down and helpless as a newborn. “Both of you.”

      Elsa snarled something dark and hateful, in a language Joe couldn’t understand. Plaster rained down from new cracks in the ceiling, and the floor jumped.

      “I said enough!” Stevie’s voice pounded the air like a giant’s hammer. Joe struggled to get up, but he still couldn’t move. He didn’t know what Stevie was doing, but she sounded righteously furious, and he could tell she was about to do something horrible.

      “Stevie,” he croaked, barely able to catch his breath to speak. “Don’t do this.”

      The pressure on Joe’s chest intensified, and his ribs creaked. “I will not be disrespected in my own home.”

      Elsa cried out, her voice high and trembling. “Mama, no!”

      Al roared, and the air filled with the raw meat stink of his change. Joe struggled against the power that held him, to no avail. While his family went to war against itself, all he could do was lie on the floor and wriggle like a crushed worm.

      Stevie cried out, and Joe saw blood splash onto the floor. Al released a hunter’s cry, and more blood spilled.

      Elsa let loose a demented cackle. At the same moment, Joe could feel the pressure on his chest loosen. Whatever was happening, it had Stevie’s attention directed elsewhere.

      He rolled onto his side, dragged himself up onto his feet. He could see Al on top of Stevie, long claws stained red, hand raised for a killing blow. Stevie’s magic was powerful, but he’d caught her off guard and was pressing his advantage. Joe knew she’d never be able to defend herself.

      Joe threw himself at Al, catching his son’s claw-tipped hand in both of his own. “No, Al, goddammit, no.”

      The boy struggled against his father, doing his best to claw his mother’s throat out. “She has to pay,” he snarled through a mouthful of wicked teeth.

      Joe’s rage pushed him to attack. He was the judge here; it was his job to decide who paid for their crimes. This boy had no right to accuse Stevie, much less to try and take the role of punisher into his own hands. He reached into the hollow pocket at the back of his mind and sucked on the power of the Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness. “Get off her now, Son, or I swear I’ll tear your arm clean off and beat you bloody with it.”

      “Don’t hurt him,” Stevie wailed. She grabbed at Joe’s face and acid-green light blinded him in his left eye.

      Al howled in pain, too, but Joe caught the brunt of his wife’s attack. He landed on his ass and crab-crawled away, trying to get away from the burning in his head. It felt like a thousand fire ants chewing on his nerves, biting down again and again, pumping him full of infernal poison.

      “I’ll kill you!” he shouted, blinking away tears. Cold rage helped him to pull in more of the power from the monsters in his head, and he used it to kill the pain and get back into the fight. He’d be damned if he let any witch, even his own wife, try and strike him down with dark magic. “You stand accused of walking the Left-Hand Path.”

      Elsa cackled at the pronouncement. “Ye’re gonna die, boy. Fer what ya done to me, and what ya think ya can do to yer own wife. Ain’ no way ye’re gettin’ through this in one piece.”

      Joe raised his badge again, and a clean silver light poured out from between his fingers. It scoured the room, drawing screams from both Stevie and Elsa as it burned their souls. “Depart my daughter, dead thing, and leave this place forever.”

      “Never,” Elsa hissed. Blood ran from the corners of her mouth, but she held her position, defiant.

      Stevie was back on her feet, as well, no longer crying out in pain. The shadows around her eyes were so dark they drove back the silver light from Joe’s badge. “She’s right, Joe. You can’t win this fight.”

      She raised her hand, and black smoke boiled from her palm. The air reeked of sulfur and burning hair.

      “You’d best be sure,” Joe snarled. “Because if you do this, and you don’t kill me…”

      The spirit within Elsa took advantage of the distraction. She flung a hex at Joe, a sizzling ball of nothing that ate the light from his badge and swerved through the air toward his head.

      Al hit Joe in the gut, a full-body tackle that dragged them both to the floor. The empty orb smacked against the wall, boring a clean hole through it. Joe’s head bounced off the tile, hard, and an oceanic roaring filled his ears.

      For long moments, he wasn’t aware of anything at all. The world was a dim and gray place filled with white noise. As he hung in that dead space between awareness and oblivion, the rage retreated. There was something wrong, with all of them. Something was turning them against one another, he was sure of it, something twisting them up. He had to stop this.

      “Stevie,” he gasped, and pushed against his son. Al was no longer bearing down him, he’d become dead weight.

      Joe rolled the boy off and felt sick at what he saw. Blisters the size of his fist rose from Al’s skin, purple and livid. They burst with liquid rips, revealing dozens of hair-fine tentacles that stretched up as if tasting the air. Al moaned, and his face changed. His eyes sank out of sight, and his forehead stretched like molten wax, becoming a twisted spike of flesh. Then his tongue changed and strangled his moans. It emerged from between his teeth, stretching and twining about itself as it grew longer and thinner.

      “What the fuck,” Joe gasped.

      He got back on his feet and found Elsa and Stevie locked in supernatural combat. Black bolts of seething lightning moved between them at a glacial pace. As they each attacked one another, they also held each other’s power at bay. They were balanced on a knife’s edge, and Joe didn’t know what to do. If he distracted them, those bolts would burst free, and at least one of them would die.

      But he could feel the rage creeping back into him now, the urge to judge and execute that judgment. He had to find out what was causing the madness and end it before it was too late.

      Joe closed his eyes and felt his attention shift from one reality to the next. When he opened his eyes, he was no longer looking at the mundane world, but into its supernatural twin.

      Streaks and swirls of spent magic filled the air, the afterglow of sorcerous attacks and counterattacks. Joe shifted his attention to his son, and what he saw made him want to weep with despair.

      Foul threads were woven through Al’s flesh, pulling at it like the strings of a demented puppet master. They snarled around one another, jerking and thrusting as they twisted Al into a knot of misery. Joe saw similar threads wound through Stevie, dark and throbbing with power, feeding her with energy, urging her on. Elsa was infested with the things, as well; they pierced her like needles in a madman’s voodoo doll. Joe didn’t need a mirror to know that he was filled with the things, as well.

      Looking at the table, he saw their source. The glasses were streaked with slick black threads that clung to the last drops of the lemonade.

      “Poison,” Joe said. It was almost a relief to know why they’d gone mad, even if he didn’t know how he could fix the problem. “We’ve been fucking poisoned.”

      Stevie’s eyes twitched in Joe’s direction, then widened when she saw what had his attention. “Not poisoned,” she hissed. “Infected.”

      Joe knew he didn’t have the finesse to deal with this bullshit. He needed Stevie to purge whatever was driving them all on like a pack of rabid wolves. But he also knew she wouldn’t be able to do that as long as she was locked in combat with their daughter.

      He clenched his badge tight in his fist and poured all his will and all the power he could drain from the Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness into it. The silver glowed bright, then brighter still. The argent light shifted, became a pure white glow that seemed to leech the color from the world. He didn’t know if this was going to work, but he didn’t see a lot of other choices.

      “All right, ladies, break it up.”

      Joe shoved his hand into the stream of death flowing between his wife and daughter.
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      Stevie screamed. The negative image of Joe’s badge burned across her vision, blinding her to anything else. Backlash from the spells she’d been handling dropped her to her knees. She could smell something burning and wondered if it was her. Get the fuck up, she snarled to herself. Get up before she kills you.

      Because Stevie had no doubt that her mother had come back to kill them all. The old bitch was pissed at what Stevie had done, at the way Stevie had used her mother’s ghost as a sacrifice to combat the half-made girls. Stevie thought it would be a permanent fix to the problem of the ghost, but she’d been wrong. Now they were all going to pay for it. Unless she could put things right.

      She closed her eyes and stopped trying to blink away the burning image of Joe’s badge. What she needed to see would be clearer to her mind’s eye. She saw the ghost inside Elsa struggling to orient itself. Joe had disrupted their spells, and all that energy had to go somewhere. Instead of finding its target, the magic had rebounded into its wielders with stunning effect. Not enough to kill them, thank the gods, but more than enough to leave them dazed and disoriented.

      She sensed her mother’s ghost clinging to her daughter. To her supernatural vision, the thing was a shimmering glob of swamp water around Elsa’s head. “Let her go,” Stevie commanded.

      “Not until she’s killed ya,” the old woman’s voice cackled from Elsa’s pale lips.

      Stevie looked closer until she could see the shimmering black threads wound through the ghost and her daughter. She didn’t have to fight her mother, she just had to unstitch her from Elsa.

      She grabbed the threads and immediately recognized them as the same parasite she’d faced earlier at the Ames place. It was not so strong here, though, because it hadn’t had time to take root. Its grasping tendrils clung to Elsa, but they hadn’t become one with her. With a shout, Stevie clenched her fist around a knot of threads and tore them loose.

      Elsa screamed, her own voice mingling with that of her grandmother. Stevie didn’t pause, but kept ripping the threads loose. Tears poured from her clenched eyes at the sound of her daughter’s pain, but she could tell she was making progress. The broken threads floated into the air around Elsa and burst into dark flames. After a few moments, the last of the threads was gone, torn free and burnt away, and the ghost of Stevie’s mother floated above Elsa, unmoored.

      Stevie could still feel the infection within herself. It filled her with the urge to lash out with her power and destroy everything around her. She clenched her teeth against it and directed her rage at the only thing in the room she could stand to lose.

      “Don’t ya do it, girl. This ain’ over-”

      Stevie let her anger pour out and into her mother. The old ghost howled in pain as Stevie hooked the claws of her witchcraft into it. She’d tear it apart, shred the old bitch into nothing, and cast her out once and for all. She’d kill her for what she’d done to her family, make sure she never had a chance to hurt them again.

      But the ghost was wily, and decades of experience gave it the edge over Stevie’s raw power. Her mother twisted free of Stevie and slithered away, disappearing into the darkness between this world and the next.

      “Goddammit,” Stevie cried, and clenched her fists in blind rage. “Come back, and fight.”

      “Stevie,” Joe croaked. “This isn’t over. We still need your help.”

      She opened her eyes. Joe was on the ground, leaning against the table, his right hand curled up in his lap. Smoke rose from it along with the smell of charred meat. “Oh, shit.”

      “I’m not the one you should worry about.” He nodded to his left, at the bubbling, twisting mass of rebellious flesh on the ground.

      Tears brimmed in her eyes. “Okay, hang on.”

      Stevie knelt next to her son and got to work.
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      Al responded to Stevie’s ministrations at once. Tentacles rose from his body and flailed at his mother, striking her hands away and pummeling her like clubs of flesh. Stevie ignored the attacks. She’d take a few bruises if she could get this deadly shit out of her son.

      The threads thrummed like power lines against her supernatural grasp. She could feel them trying to find a way into her, and the infection inside her yearned to be joined with its kin. Stevie wondered how much longer she could hold this alien rage off, how long before she succumbed to the infestation and became a monster herself. Knowing she was being manipulated by the parasite helped her to hold off the burgeoning anger, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before it wore her down and turned her into its mindless host.

      These threads were more tightly woven with the substance of Al’s body, as if his protean flesh gave the stuff greater purchase on his being. She couldn’t just rip them free, but had to tease them out, working them loose like knots of barbed wire. She tried to hurry, but every hasty tug caused her son to try and lash out in pain. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      She could sense Joe doing his best to protect her from Al’s physical attacks, but it was a losing battle. Stevie gave herself up utterly to the power within her, using her supernatural gifts to cure her son. Her physical body was limp and useless in this war; she’d deal with the damage she suffered later.

      Time lost all meaning in this struggle. Her son was fading as the threads consumed his spirit, sucking up his vital essence like leeches attached to the muscle of his heart. “Mom,” he whispered, “it hurts.”

      “I know, baby,” Stevie tried to move faster, to get these things clear of her son before it was too late, but the pain was unbearable. “I’m trying.”

      The center of the knot was closer. Stevie could sense it, just out of reach.

      “Let me go,” Al sighed. “Just let me go.”

      She could feel him giving up. If the pain was bad for her, she knew it had to be unbearable for him. But as much as she knew it was torture for Al, she couldn’t just let him go. She tightened her grip on not just the threads, but on her son’s soul, as well. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Stevie could feel the infestation in her flesh trying to reach out, to become one with the shit she was pulling from her son. It had taken so much of her strength to keep that from happening, so much of her energy to keep them apart. She realized she may have been wasting her strength.

      She let down her guard and felt the black threads within herself flow out to tangle in the mass woven into Al’s flesh. The threads wound themselves together, becoming one entity, one disgusting colony of supernatural parasites. She waited, hoping her plan would work, praying she wasn’t about to kill herself and her son.

      Might as well go for broke, she thought to herself. “Joe, bring Elsa. I need you both.”

      She heard Joe and Elsa scuffling behind her. “Get off me, old man,” a new voice said. It was brittle with rage and fear. “Don’t you touch me!”

      “Dammit Elsa, stop fighting me.” Joe growled. A moment later, he was next to Stevie. He held Elsa in both arms, pinning her to his chest.

      Stevie reached out with her power, enfolding her entire family in its cold embrace. She hoped she got this right, because if she screwed it up, they’d all end up dead or worse. She tried and failed not to imagine the four of them tangled up with the parasite, one burbling mass of madness on the prowl for blood. “Don’t fight me,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Joe responded.

      Stevie felt the threads intertwining, flowing out of her and into her husband and daughter, completing the circuit. She could feel their fear, backing up through the parasitic threads and into her, their confusion adding layers of panic that threatened her thoughts. When she was sure they were all tied together, when there were no straggling parts of the parasite not tied to her, Stevie dropped her defenses.

      The infestation, confused by the sudden lack of resistance from one quarter, surged into Stevie. It flowed out of her family and into her, seeking the path of least resistance. Before it could realize its mistake, Stevie clamped down around it. “Got you.”

      The parasite railed against its prison, but Stevie held firm. She jerked away from her family, not willing to risk the thing inside her coming into contact with them again. The creature burrowed into her thoughts, struggling to control her.

      She ignited her power, letting it build within her until she thought she would burst into flames. She had no idea if this would work again, or if this parasite would be too powerful for her to defeat.

      The power raged within her until she could contain it no longer. Stevie focused her thoughts on the parasite squirming within her soul. Then she let the fire explode.
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      Joe watched, helpless to aid his wife. She screamed, and cold fire flared from her eyes and mouth, a weird light that illuminated nothing and cast no shadows. He could feel her power, sense it raging inside her. Minutes passed, and he could do nothing but watch, hoping his wife would survive her internal struggle with the thing that had turned them all against one another.

      At least whatever she’d tried had worked on the kids. Alasdair lay on the floor, arms and legs stretched out, sleeping. Elsa was curled against Joe, her gentle snores a welcome change from the voice of her grandmother. Joe himself felt better as well, no longer consumed by the need to judge and destroy everything around him. Stevie’s plan had worked, he just had to wait to see at what cost.

      “Come on, Stevie,” he whispered. “You can do this.”

      The light flickered, then died. Stevie staggered and caught herself against the kitchen counter, shuddering. Joe eased Elsa out of his lap and onto the floor next to her brother. He approached Stevie with caution, unsure of what would happen when she gathered herself.

      “It’s gone,” she groaned, “it’s dead.”

      “You going to be okay?”

      “Maybe.” She laughed, a brittle, harsh sound in the quiet of the kitchen. “Probably.”

      “What the hell was that?”

      Stevie took a deep breath, then made her way to the kitchen table with slow, painful steps. Joe moved to her side in a rush, pulled out a chair so she could sit. “Thanks,” she started. “I think it was the same thing I fought at the Ames’s. Or something like it.”

      Joe took a seat himself. He glanced at the kids, but they were out of it, eyes closed, breaths coming slow and even. “How did it get into us?”

      Stevie dropped her head into her hands. Joe stroked her long hair, smoothing it against the back of her neck. He couldn’t stop marveling at how easy it was to touch his wife, now that their curse had been lifted. It was all he wanted to do. Stevie sat back, smiled at him. She nudged the pitcher of lemonade with her fingertips. “I think we drank it.” She blinked away tears. “Elsa made the lemonade.”

      The hairs on the back of Joe’s neck stood up. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Nothing does. She was with me at the Ames’s. What if she picked it up somehow?” Stevie took a shuddering breath. “What if while I was fucking around with the first one, a second one got into Elsa? Then when we got back here, it took the chance to get into the lemonade, a chance to infect all of us?”

      “Then why didn’t it get all the Ameses? You say it’d been in their kid a couple of weeks? Wasn’t that enough time for it to figure out a way to infect them as well?”

      Stevie rubbed her chin, closed her eyes. “Probably.”

      Joe took his wife’s hand. “Then I don’t think it was Elsa. It got here some other way.”

      “After what happened to her, I can’t help but wonder.” Stevie glanced down at the sleeping children. “The Haunter in Darkness was inside her. Those old gods don’t let go easily.”

      Joe swatted her suggestion away. “I killed it. It’s fucking dead.”

      But he didn’t want to tell her that there was at least one piece of it still alive. One ugly chunk of it still burning in the back of his head like a fire that he wasn’t ready to go out just yet. One sliver of an old god that he kept alive so he could use its power to keep another fucker in check.

      “Maybe.” Stevie shrugged. “You and I both know that dead is relative. That was my mother in here today.”

      “I know.”

      “Then let’s not talk about how we’re safe from dead things. They can still reach out.”

      “Fair enough.” Joe wanted a drink now more than he’d wanted one in a month. He could imagine the oaky fumes of a glass of Jack, the burning taste of it against the back of his throat. He shook his head. “So what does that leave us with?”

      “Maybe it followed me home.” Stevie looked out the broken window. “Elsa and the Ames kid both mentioned seeing some little boys. Maybe it takes different forms. Maybe it sneaked over here and got into the water.”

      It was Joe’s turn to rub his chin. “All our water comes from the well. If it got in there…”

      “You think the kids will be okay in here?”

      Joe looked at the sleeping children. He didn’t feel anything in the house, not anymore. Whatever the thing was that did this, it was gone. He had a feeling they weren’t out of the woods with the ghost of Stevie’s mother, but he also didn’t believe that particular bitch would be back anytime soon. Ghosts took a while to get their gumption back after a good asskicking. “Yeah. Want to check out the well?”

      “Seems like a good place to start.”

      They left the kitchen, made their way down the back stairs by leaning on each other. It was late afternoon, the sky just starting to turn a deep crimson as the sun sank behind the Saint Francois mountains. Stevie took Joe’s left hand, and he squeezed his fingers between hers. The black dogs watched them from the edge of the woods, massive heads swiveling to follow their path. The dogs made Joe more than a little nervous. They’d come from the Black Lodge. No matter how loyal they seemed to be to Alasdair, Joe was sure they were dangerous. Nothing the Long Man touched could ever be trusted.

      Joe followed Stevie into the little shack she’d called home up until a couple of months ago. He’d rarely set foot in the place, scared off by the twisted love hex that had turned their marriage into a waking nightmare and ashamed of how he had kept his wife holed up in the tiny hut. She waved her hand, and crystalline spheres hanging from the ceiling began to glow, a firefly flicker that soon filled the little house with warm, golden light. “We should bring some of these up to the big house,” he said. “Save us a few bucks on electricity.”

      Stevie winked. “I wish. The wards on the big house keep these lights from working.”

      “Seems a little extreme.”

      “Judging by what happened tonight, those wards aren’t extreme enough. Not by a long shot.”

      Joe couldn’t argue there. He didn’t know how that shit had gotten into the house, but he needed to figure it out and make sure he plugged whatever hole it had crawled through. “Let’s take a look at the well.”

      Stevie led the way back to the pump room. With the house mostly empty now, it seemed older, more fragile. The wooden floor creaked under their steps, and the gentle breeze wormed its way through cracks in the walls. “How old is this place anyway?”

      “The original house?” Stevie opened the door to the pump house. “My daddy used it as a ‘shine shack. Holed up here when he wanted to drink away his troubles. And to get away from Mama. He always told me he’d found the place on his roams. Reckon it’s at least a 150 years old.”

      Joe grunted at the thought. His father had built the big house less than thirty years ago, a fresh start for the two of them after Joe’s mother died. But why would he have built it so close to a known witch’s haunt? Joe’s father, the Night Marshal before Joe took up the badge, had hunted witches. There’s no way he didn’t know the truth about the little house. He’d always assumed the place was a bootlegger’s hideout, some chunk of Ozark history his dad just never got around to tearing down. He should have known it was something else, the way Stevie had warmed up to the idea of living in the little tar paper shack. “Guess I never figured it ran in your family before it was in mine.”

      Stevie motioned Joe over to the pump. “We can swap stories about our tangled family histories later. You see anything here?”

      Joe squatted down at the edge of the well’s black mouth and peered into its depths. He didn’t see anything, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t anything to see. He lifted the badge out of his pocket, let its silver light spear through the darkness. He caught the faintest reflection of the light, a dim spark against the flat black surface of the water. “Long way down. You want me to lower you in and see what you can find?”

      Stevie gave Joe a slug in the shoulder. “You know what they say about witches and water.”

      Joe chuckled and focused on the water. He closed his eyes, shifted his vision into the supernatural spectrum, then looked back into the well. The narrow shaft swarmed with black threads. They rose up from the water like questing tentacles, stretching up for him. They were a dozen or more feet from him, but he could feel their rage, their desire to infest and consume. “Well, fuck.”

      Stevie put her hand on his shoulder. “Yeah, that’s what I figured. Fuck is about right.”

      “How do we get rid of that shit?” Joe tried not to think of how long those threads had been in his well. Had they been drinking that shit for days? Weeks? Longer?

      “We could burn it out.”

      “That’s practical. It’s in the well. Where we get our water. It’s probably stuck in the pipes between here and the big house. The whole plumbing system is probably filled with this shit.” He shuddered. “Probably in the septic tank, too.”

      Stevie frowned. What a pleasant thought. Let me try something.”

      Joe stood up and moved back from the well. He gestured toward it with an open palm. “By all means. Be my guest.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Take a few more steps. If what I do works, it might try to get out of the well and eat your face.”

      “Very funny.”

      Stevie grinned. “Not really a joke.”

      Joe backed out of the pump house and closed the door until only his eye showed through the narrow crack. “Get ‘em, tiger.”

      He watched his wife fish her little copper pen knife from the front pocket of her jeans. She stepped back from the edge of the well and sliced a neat X across the pad of her thumb, squeezed it good and hard. She dribbled the  blood around the edge of the well, whispering to herself in a language that made Joe’s teeth itch, forming a sloppy, but complete circle on the floor of the pump room. She squeezed a few more drops out and used them to form symbols at the cardinal points of the compass. “There we go. If it’s an elemental of some sort, that ought to hold it.”

      Joe didn’t say anything. He knew about monsters, he knew about spirits, but mostly he knew about killing the bad things. In his book, you dealt with elementals with a mixture of silver shot and purifying flame. Stevie could have told him she was going to send the thing to the moon; it would have made about as much sense to him.

      “Here goes nothing.” Stevie held her bloody hand out over the well and massaged her thumb between her index and middle finger while calling out to the thing in the well. Joe could see her mouth moving, her lips twisting around words he could not hear.

      The lights in the shack dimmed, almost died altogether. Stevie raised her hand over the well, a grim smile of triumph twisting her lips. “Gotcha, you fucker.”

      Joe watched as she hauled a snarl of writhing black tentacles out of the water, then jerked her hand away. The black, squirming mass hung in the air, surrounded by the dim red aura of Stevie’s spell.

      His wife gave him a wink. “Let’s see if we can figure out what the fuck this is.”
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      Stevie pushed past Joe, leaving him to watch the knot of twitching tentacles hovering over the well. His stomach rolled at the thought of that thing living in his water, unseen, unknown, infecting all of them with its…what? Spores? Blood? Shit?

      His wife returned with a glass container a little larger than a shot glass. “Hold this.”

      Joe took the container, which felt much heavier than its size led him to believe. Stevie pulled his arm out from his body and adjusted his fingers so the glass was pinched between his thumb and forefinger. “Why do I feel like William Tell’s kid?”

      “Don’t be such a baby.” Stevie stepped back into the pump room. “Hmm. Lower the glass a little. It’s too close to your face.”

      Joe grimaced and held his arm lower. He stretched his hand out as far from his body as he could and still maintain his grip on the glass. “Can we get this over—”

      Stevie slammed her hands together, and the air in the pump room vibrated with the force of her will. The ball of tentacles shot away from the well, compressing as it flew.

      Joe’s hand jerked with the force of the impact, and he almost lost his grip on the container. A metallic chime sounded, and the crystal jerked between his fingers. “Thanks for the warning.”

      Stevie rolled her eyes and took the glass from him. She held it up to the light. The tentacles were still writhing, but now they were crammed inside the glass. “Snug as a bug.”

      “You sure you got it all?” Joe had his doubts.

      “No. But we’re going to find out.” She crooked a finger as she passed Joe again, and he followed her into the little room she’d used as a workshop. Stevie rummaged around until she came up with an oversized magnifying glass. The glass had two skeletal arms extending from it, one from the front and one from the back. “Hand me that candle.”

      Joe lifted the pale yellow stump of a beeswax candle off the workbench behind him. Stevie took the thin cylinder and fitted it to one of the glass’s arms, closing thin clamps around its base. She secured the glass filled with tentacles to the other arm. “Fancy, right?”

      “You’re just showing off.”

      “Not yet.” Stevie left the shack and walked around to its back. She snapped her fingers over the candle, and it flared to life. “Now I’m showing off.”

      The candle’s flame grew taller, then bent toward the glass. Its light funneled into the glass’s focal point, becoming a bright, golden beam. The focused light flowed through the inky black glass and came out the other side as a shower of silver sparks. Stevie blew a soft breath on the candle, and it grew brighter still. The light shivered as it struck the earth, forming a gleaming trail.

      Joe watched it flow across the ground, a line straight from the pump up to the big house. Even at this distance, he could see the light spreading through the house, a glistening maze of contamination.

      Stevie let out a long, low whistle. “That shit got everywhere, didn’t it?”

      “We’re going to have to burn the fucking place down, aren’t we?” He tried to think of how much it would cost to replace the house, wondered if his homeowner’s policy covered an infestation by a mind-eating spirit. Probably not.

      Stevie pursed her lips. “I don’t think it’ll come to that. But it’ll take a while to get the place cleaned up. A few days, probably.”

      “How did this get in here?” Joe knew he had enemies. After what went down at the Blackbriar place, half the town had a reason to at least want to hurt him. But whoever was behind this had more mojo going than anyone he knew. That thing in the well stank of Left-Hand Path sorcery, the kind of thing that deserved a death sentence, but he wasn’t sure who could have done it.

      Stevie looked away from the candle, up at the stars wheeling overhead. “There are a lot of people who want to hurt us.”

      Joe didn’t want to go over their list of enemies just then; that shit was depressing. Maybe it was time to get out of town for a while, hole up at that new casino over on I-44 for a couple of days. Spend their days cleaning out the  pipes and their nights playing slots and filling up on shitty buffet food. He wondered if Stevie could bend her talents toward the card tables, maybe help cover the cost of this bullshit.

      He looked back at the silver trail on the ground and noticed it no longer just went toward the house. A new line spread out from the pump and headed down toward the little creek. “Maybe this isn’t just about us.”

      Stevie followed his gaze. She held the magnifying glass higher and rotated it so the light fell away from the house. Threads of silver light crawled down to the creek, then spread out over the water to the other side. The ground was alive with light, a hundred, then a thousand traces of it spreading off in all directions. “Oh, gods.”

      Joe’s mouth was too dry to talk. All he could do was nod.

      This mess was much, much bigger than he’d thought. If it had managed to get into his head so easily, what was it doing to the rest of Pitchfork? He cleared his throat. “We need to figure out where this shit came from. Right now.”

      Stevie blew out the candle, and blessed darkness fell around them. They walked to the house, lost in their own thoughts, holding hands against their fear.
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      Joe nudged Al with his boot, jostling the young man until he opened his eyes. “What happened?”

      “Nothing good.” Joe reached a hand down to his son, pulled him to his feet. “You all right?”

      Al rolled his head on his neck, cracked his knuckles. “Real sore. Head hurts.”

      “Don’t drink any water.” Joe scooped Elsa up from the floor, and she snuggled against his chest. “Don’t take a shower. Hell, I wouldn’t even piss in the toilet right now.”

      Al laughed, but it died in his throat when he saw the serious look in Joe’s eyes. “You’re not kidding?”

      Elsa mumbled in her sleep, muffled words that chilled Joe’s spine. “It got in the water.”

      He shook her gently, lifted her chin with his fingertips. “What’d you say, little bit?”

      Elsa opened her eyes, blinked at her father. “Nothin’.”

      She slipped from his arms and made her way over to the table, then clambered up into her chair. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes with the back of her hands. “Was I sleepwalking?”

      Stevie was seated across the table from her daughter. She’d retrieved the crystal prison she’d filled at the Ames’s place and had it on the table next to the glass she’d just filled. She pushed them toward Joe as he sat next to her. “Looks like the same shit to me.”

      Joe blew out an exasperated sigh. His throat was parched; he really wanted a nice, tall glass of whiskey to wash down all this bullshit. “I almost wish it was just us. We could just clear out and figure out who took a swing. But this…”

      Stevie nodded. “Seems like it’s a lot more than just us.”

      Al yawned and stretched until his spine crunched like a bag of microwave popcorn. “You two gonna tell me what’s going on?”

      Joe exchanged a quick glance with Stevie. She nodded to him, and he sighed again. No sense holding anything back, they were all in the shit together. “Something got into the water. It, shit, I don’t know, affected our minds.”

      “Like a drug?”

      “More like a parasite.”

      Elsa stuck out her tongue at that. “Yuck.”

      Al narrowed his eyes. “You think someone did this on purpose?”

      “We did.” Stevie reached across the table and squeezed Al’s hand. “But it looks like it wasn’t pointed at us. Whatever it is spread all over the place. It’s in the creek, probably in the groundwater.”

      Al leaned in, sniffed at the bottles, then shook his head. “Thought I might be able to track it to its source, but I can’t smell anything.”

      Stevie prodded the crystal container with her pinkie finger. “It’s some sort of elemental or spirit. Something unnatural, from outside the world.”

      Al crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. “Then we should leave. I’ll take Elsa, and you two figure this out. We’ll come back when it’s safe.”

      Elsa snarled at her brother, and a dangerous blue glow flickered behind her pupils. “I’m not leaving.”

      Joe closed his eyes and counted to three. He’d agreed that he and Stevie shouldn’t be keeping secrets from the kids anymore, that they needed to keep them in the loop about the dangers they faced with Joe as the Night Marshal of Pitchfork County. Ignorance had nearly cost them their son and daughter the last time things blew up, and they reckoned it was better for the kids to know what was happening. But being honest with them also meant negotiating their volatile tempers and the mile-wide stubborn streaks they’d inherited from both their parents. “I think we need to stick this out together.”

      Al grumbled and stared out the window. “Better not be any bats this time.”

      Joe rubbed his hand over the scars that crawled over the back of his neck. The Haunter in Darkness had nearly torn both Al and him apart with its demon bats. “I could do without the bats, myself. But I’m going to need your help.”

      Elsa’s tapped her dainty fingers on the table. “I can help, too.”

      Joe felt sick at the thought of his little girl getting into the middle of another of these messes. Al was old enough to make his own choices, and tough enough to get through what the world threw at him, even if he didn’t always know it. Elsa, though, was a different matter.

      He’d used her in the past, had drawn on her special affinity for the spirits of the dead to get the answers he needed, but she’d been wounded the last time out. He no longer felt comfortable putting his youngest child at the tip of the spear where she could be hurt by the gathering darkness. “I know you can help. But let’s take this one step at a time.”

      Stevie cleared her throat. “We’ll find out where this is coming from first. We can decide what to do about it once we know the source.”

      Al turned back to his father. “You need to take a trip up to the Black Lodge. See if your boss has any ideas.”

      Joe winced at the thought of going up to the Long Man’s house. Not so very long ago, his boss would have already given Joe a call to let him know of a supernatural incursion into Pitchfork County. That’s the way it had worked for decades—the Long Man was the boss, the one who gave the orders to the Night Marshal. But Joe wasn’t so sure that was the way it worked anymore.

      The Long Man had suffered a grave defeat at Joe’s hands, and his power was a fraction of what it had once been. Joe wasn’t even sure if the Long Man was aware anything was amiss in the county. He had little hope of aid or direction from that quarter. “I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

      Al gave Joe a questioning look, but decided not to pursue it. “Then how are we going to track this down?”

      “Magic. And a johnboat.”
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      Joe manned the trolling motor, making small adjustments to guide his flat-bottomed boat up the shallow creek. He held Stevie’s magnifying glass in one hand and glanced through it every minute or two to keep an eye on the thread of oily silver he was following upstream.

      “This is a stupid idea,” Al grumbled from the back of the boat. He watched the water roll by, eyes squinting against the early morning glare. “You think we’re going to be able to find our way to the source of this stuff by following it up the creek?”

      Joe took his bearing through the glass once more and adjusted his course a hair. “It’s the only plan I’ve got.”

      Al snorted. “Isn’t that how we got into that mess with the bats? You can’t always go straight at a problem.”

      He didn’t bother responding to his son. The boy had a point, but Joe was too old to change. He’d always been bullheaded, preferring to storm into an issue and take it apart with his bare hands rather than working around the edges to smooth things over. When he was drinking, that approach seemed like the best way to get results, but it was looking less and less appealing the longer he was sober. He took another look through the glass, saw the stream branching off to the west, heading out to the river.

      There were dozens of rivers winding through Pitchfork County, some of them only a little larger than the creek, others wide enough to be popular with water skiers and tubers. Joe wondered how many of those rivers now carried this parasite and where they were carrying it. If this thing had come to light a few months ago, kids and fishermen would have been all over the river. It would have been an epidemic of madness in a matter of days. Now, he hoped he still had time before it got into the drinking water of everyone in the county and beyond.

      The johnboat pitched from side to side as it entered the larger river, pushed this way and that by the competing currents. Freezing spray splashed their faces. “Try not to dump me out,” Al barked.

      Joe goosed the throttle on the trolling motor, and the flat-bottomed boat lurched against the river before settling down. “Stop cryin’. A dunk might do you good.”

      “I go in the water, old man, you go in the water.” Despite the threat, Al’s tone was lighter, and even this little bit of banter made Joe feel better about bringing him along. Things had been tense between them since their last outing, and he wanted to make sure Al understood this time was going to be different. Joe wanted the boy’s help, but he also wanted to keep him safe. He was going to keep him safe.

      They followed the river in silence for a few miles. Joe wished for a fishing pole before remembering why he was scooting upriver into the teeth of winter. He wasn’t so sure it would be a fish he’d catch in this water.

      “What is that?” Al made his way up toward the bow of the boat, careful not to overbalance it. He pointed over Joe’s shoulder at a disturbance, the river’s water roiled into a frothing line from bank to bank.

      Joe squinted and wished he’d brought his binoculars. “Looks like a fence.”

      “Who strings a fence across the river?” Al growled, and Joe tensed. His son was getting better at controlling his temper, and the changes it could bring, but when he sounded like that, he was close to the edge.

      “Let’s ask those guys,” Joe said, nodding toward the east bank of the river. As they drew closer, the fence became more obvious, as did the coil of razor wire strung across its top. The barrier extended into the woods on either side of the water, secured in place by heavy metal posts that gleamed like armored sentries in the forest’s gloom. A trio of men stood next to one of the posts, dressed all in black, faces hidden behind bug-eyed sunglasses.

      “Maybe not,” Al said and slid back farther in the boat. Joe could see the men were all armed, rifles cradled across their chests.

      “Can’t hurt to get a little closer,” Joe muttered, but he wished he’d brought something other than a revolver with him. The big old gun was enough to stop most supernatural threats, but he didn’t fancy his chances with a revolver against three angry men with modern firearms. He nudged the boat ahead, turned it slowly as it approached the bank so it glided to a stop with its starboard side up on the gravel. “Looks like a good place for a hike.”

      “Do not get pissed at me if I have to kill these guys,” Al whispered. He bounded out of the boat and helped his father clamber onto the bank. They dragged the johnboat up out of the water to keep the current from washing it away.

      Father and son walked toward the fence. Joe waved when they were fifty feet away. “What’s up with the fence?” he called out. “Don’t remember it being here last time I came this way.”

      One of the men shook his head and tapped his finger against an aluminum No Trespassing sign.

      “River’s not private property,” Joe said, but the man just shrugged.

      “They don’t seem real talkative,” Al said. “Maybe it’s time to head back.”

      Joe eyed the men. They were all dressed alike. Black shirts, black pants, black boots. Same old paramilitary bullshit. Their weapons were all business, matte black finishes with bulging scopes and heavy magazines. Whoever was behind this had plenty of money, not to mention the juice it took to get the rights to fence off a chunk of public property. “Guess I’ll be seeing you boys around.”

      He took one last hard look at the men, noting the badges they all wore. It was hard to make out at this distance, but Joe thought he could see a stylized A inside a pentagon. Some sort of corporate thing, maybe.

      Al waited for Joe to take a seat in the boat, then shoved it back onto the river. He leapt in as it drifted away, nimble as a cat.

      Joe watched the men as he turned boat and guided it back downstream. He looked back over his shoulder, this time through Stevie’s magnifying glass.

      The silver stream ran through the bridge and disappeared around a bend to the north. But Joe could also see it in the forest, glittering like swamplights over the faces of the men with the badges.
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      Joe left Al at the house with Stevie and Elsa, figuring the three of them were as safe together as anyone ever could be in Pitchfork. Stevie had taken Elsa down to the Whistle Stop while Joe’d been out on the water with Al, and now the house was stocked with enough bottled water to see them through the next week or two, at least. Stevie promised to get the house’s pipes cleaned out as soon as she could, but it would still be a few more days before they could trust anything that came out of the taps. Joe kissed her on the cheek, then left his family to go deal with business in town.

      As much as the infection in the water bothered him, he was just as bothered by the fact that someone felt like they had any right to fence off the river. Pitchfork wasn’t the city. Out here, people built fences to keep cows or pigs from wandering off, not so much to keep people out. Anyone so brazen as to build a fence across the river definitely wasn’t from around here. Worse, they thought they had the right to dictate where people went. It was bound to lead to trouble.

      The way Joe saw it, if anyone was up to that kind of bullshit, it was the sheriff’s job to shut it down. And if she wouldn’t shut it down, maybe she’d at least let slip who was behind it. He just had to find her.

      Joe planned a route through Pitchfork’s larger small towns: Jop Bottom to Ironton, then swing to the north to hit Springvale. To better his odds of catching up with the sheriff, he kept one ear on the police scanner he’d fastened to the old truck’s dash. He and Schrader had met up once or twice a week, kept each other in the loop, back before he’d had to kill that sheriff. This new one didn’t seem like she was much into cooperating, so he’d picked up the scanner to keep an ear to the ground.

      After an hour of aimless tooling, the radio paid off. “Four-fifteen called in from Flying J on 44. Possible 10-31M, backup needed. Over.”

      A moment of static, then the sheriff’s voice. “I’m on my way, Jo. I’ll call in when I hit the parking lot. ETA fifteen minutes. Over.”

      Joe took the next turn. The truck stop was a half hour away, but he had no doubt the sheriff would still be there when he arrived.

      Most of the 10-31M calls were nothing to worry about, just drunks or meth heads losing their shit in public. Joe crossed his fingers that’s all this was, because he didn’t want to think the shit in his water had gone wide. On the other hand, it might have been soaking into the water table for days, weeks, maybe longer. Maybe his family wasn’t the first to be affected by it and the whole county was about to explode.  He stood on the accelerator and pushed the truck up to its unimpressive top speed. It bounced and banged along the old, rutted roads, gnawing on the miles.

      Ten minutes away from the truck stop, Joe heard the sheriff’s voice barking over the scanner. Her tone was clipped and hard, tense. “Gonna need some more units.”

      Joe felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. He rubbed his knuckles against his silver Night Marshal’s badge and crossed his fingers for luck.

      But when he pulled into the Flying J’s parking lot, Joe knew the only kind of luck here would be bad. The sheriff was still alone, her cruiser was slanted across the parking lot between the truck stop’s main building and its pumps. She was standing behind her open door, gun held steady in both hands.

      Her target was a teenager, a kid probably a few years Al’s junior - not quite old enough to drive. He wore a pair of stained sweatpants and a filthy snapback cap, and that was it.

      His chest was crisscrossed by smeared streaks of blood that ran from his shoulders down to his hips. Both his cheeks were rouged with blood, as well, and his hands were encased in slick, red gauntlets of the stuff. There was a body behind the kid, and a moaning deputy off to his left side.

      Joe killed the truck a few yards from the sheriff’s rear bumper. He opened the door and stepped out, hands up. “I’m behind you, Sheriff. Just in case you need a little help here.”

      “I don’t think you’re deputized as a law enforcement officer in this county, Mr. Hark. Kindly get back in that piece of shit truck and drive right on out of here before you get in the way.”

      Joe didn’t take orders well. He lifted his shotgun out of the rack over the truck’s back seat and slung its strap over his shoulder. “I don’t think you want me to do that, ma’am.”

      He didn’t have to use supernatural vision to see that the boy was tainted, infected by the same shit that had gotten into Joe and his family. The kid was glaring at the sheriff with unrelenting hatred, his eyes burning with rage.

      The sheriff didn’t waste a backward glance on Joe. She kept her gun trained on the boy, who stood straight and still, blood-covered hands still at his side. His head was cocked a bit to the left, like a dog trying to make sense of a new noise. “I’ve got backup coming. We don’t need you here.”

      “You’re going to feed your deputies to that monster if you’re not careful, Laralaine.”

      “He’s a meth head. Someone cut his shit with something. I can handle that.”

      “Might as well take a shot at him, see if it’s going to go down the way you think.”

      That did get the sheriff’s attention. She shot a look over her shoulder. “I am not just going to fire on this civilian.”

      “Suit yourself.” Joe leaned against the front of the truck and crossed his arms. “I’ll just wait here and help out when you ask for it.”

      Two more patrol cars screamed into the lot, tires smoking as the deputies slammed on the brakes and skidded in on either side of the sheriff. Joe rolled his eyes. His tax dollars at work.

      Joe watched the sheriff do her job. She ordered her deputies in to flank the guy, whose eyes never so much as flickered from Laralaine. As the deputies closed in on the bloody boy, Joe eased his shotgun off his shoulder.

      “Sheriff, call your boys off before this gets real bloody.”

      Laralaine, in response, waved her hand ahead and shouted, “Go!”

      Both deputies lunged toward the boy at once. The one on the left, Roy Jakes, was just a little bit faster than the one on the right, which cost him a broken arm.

      His hand closed around the boy’s wrist, and the kid responded by twisting his arm away, grabbing the deputy by the elbow, and jerking it down and back at a very unnatural angle.

      Roy’s humerus gave way with a wet crack that made everyone in hearing distance wince. His scream came next, high and ugly and desperate.

      That was enough for the other deputy, one Marty Grear. He shoved his pistol toward the boy’s head and jerked the trigger, three shots in rapid succession.

      They all missed their mark. The kid was too fast, and Marty was so nervous his gun hand was waving all over the place. His first shot went wide and punched down into a planter to the left of the Flying J’s main door. The second shot spanged off the building’s brick exterior and buried itself in the asphalt a dozen yards away. The last bullet smacked right into Roy’s injured arm.

      The sheriff cursed, a stream of profanity that threatened to turn the air around her blue. She stepped out from behind the car door, hands still and steady enough to keep the gun trained on the kid.

      The boy stood stock still, his head cocked to the right after dodging Marty’s bullets. But his eyes were still focused on the sheriff, who approached him with quick, sure steps.

      “Laralaine,” Joe called, “I wouldn’t do that.”

      Marty, who’d been unfortunate enough to take part in the mess at Chickinee Springs in the fall, looked at Joe with wet, pleading eyes. “Joe, this ain’t right.”

      The sheriff was ten feet from the blood-smeared kid, her gun centered on his naked chest. “Shut up, Marty. Get your cuffs out.”

      She turned her attention to the boy. “Put your hands on your head.”

      Roy groaned from the ground, a sound thick with pain. The boy’s eyes flickered toward the noise, and he licked his lips.

      “Last chance,” the sheriff said, “put your hands on your head, or you’re going to catch a bullet.”

      The boy tilted his head and raised his hands. They jerked up over his head in fits and starts, as if he wasn’t quite sure how to operate his limbs. His facial expression never changed, but he made a gurgling, keening noise from behind closed lips. The sound made Joe’s skin crawl.

      “Cuff him,” the sheriff ordered Marty.

      Marty looked like he’d rather do just about anything else, but he did as he was told. He holstered his pistol and fished his cuffs off his belt. Keep your hands on top of your head,” he barked, but his voice cracked and the authority leaked right out of his words.

      The deputy grabbed the boy’s left wrist and slapped a cuff around it. He was reaching for the right wrist when all hell broke loose.

      The boy grabbed the deputy by the left arm and hurled Marty into the sheriff, sending them both sprawling to the pavement.

      “All right, that’s enough of that bullshit.” Joe strode past the fallen law officers, leveling his shotgun as he advanced. “Surprise, asshole.”

      He reached into the dead spot in the back of his mind and squeezed a dollop of power from the Long Man and the Haunter in Darkness. They both fought him, but they couldn’t resist the authority of the Night Marshal’s office. Joe’s badge flared bright, and he squeezed both triggers. The shotgun roared, spewing a cloud of silver smoke lit from within by green flames.

      The boy howled and clutched at the sizzling wounds in his chest, then slumped to his knees and fell flat on his face.

      “Well,” Joe said, “that worked a hell of a lot better than I thought it would.”

      A metallic click behind his left ear made Joe’s testicles shrivel to the size of raisins and seek shelter in his belly. “Drop the weapon, Hark. You’re under arrest.”
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      Joe let the shotgun slide out of his grip and clatter to the ground. He raised his hands over his head, careful not to give the sheriff any reason to put a bullet through the back of his head. “Sheriff,” he said, “ease up a little. It was rock salt.”

      As if to verify Joe’s claim, the boy groaned and rolled onto his back. He writhed around like a slug with salt on its back, which wasn’t far from the truth. He stared down at the blackened pockmarks where the salt had burned into his flesh and whined, “You shot me, man.”

      The Night Marshal refocused his eyes into the supernatural spectrum and felt a little relief at what he saw. The kid was clean, the infection burned out of him by the blast from the ancient shotgun. Joe had worried that switching over to rock salt loads would make him less effective at his job, and was glad to see the old shotgun could still get the job done without requiring deadly force. Joe wasn’t sure how long the kid would remain clean, and he was damn sure it wasn’t as thorough as Stevie’s work, but at least he wasn’t going to be eating anyone else’s face in the next few minutes.

      “Don’t be such a pussy, boy.” Joe turned his head a hair to the left and said to the sheriff, “You and I should sit down, have a cup of coffee, talk this over.”

      A long handful of seconds passed, before Joe heard the sheriff’s weapon being holstered. “Marty, get EMS here, and make sure that kid’s okay. Then take him in.”

      Joe turned to the sheriff. “Thanks. I’m going to pick up my weapon now and return it to my truck. Get us a table and a pot of coffee, and we can make some sense of this.”

      Laralaine brushed past Joe on her way into the truck stop diner. Joe tried not to take offense at her brusque manner, but he wasn’t used to getting this amount of lip from the local law. It was going to take some adjustment on his part.

      By the time Joe had his shotgun stowed on his truck’s gun rack, Marty had the kid cuffed and sitting on the edge of the sidewalk. The young man looked to be in a hell of a lot better shape than Roy, who might never get full use of that arm back.

      The boy’s victim, a dazed waitress with blood in her hair, was on her feet, the sheriff helping her inside the diner one tottering step after the other. Joe didn’t think any of the injured were in imminent danger of dying, but they were going to have an uncomfortable wait for the ambulances.

      Joe approached the kid, who didn’t even look up as the Night Marshal’s shadow fell over him. The boy was stunned, his eyes wide and staring, unsure of his part in what had just happened. It was that look, the shell-shocked, what-the-fuck-just-happened-to-me stare, that kept Joe doing a job he’d long ago come to hate. He was lucky enough to be in a position to stop the monsters when they got uppity, something that most folks just could not do. This kid, for all the harm he’d caused, was just as much a victim as the waitress he’d mauled. “Sorry about the rock salt.”

      The young man blinked, stared up at Joe. “I don’t even know how I got here.”

      Joe nodded. “Shit happens. Keep your chin up. Don’t drink any tap water for a while.”

      It was a weak bit of comfort, but that was all Joe had to offer at the moment.

      He caught up to the sheriff as she was helping the waitress into a booth near the door. The older woman’s hands kept fluttering at her hair, as if trying to tame the wild mess it had become. She was shivering, but the bleeding from her head wound had stopped.

      Joe nodded to the waitress behind the counter. “Just grabbing a table and some coffee. No need to bother checking on us.”

      The waitress smiled and nodded to Joe as he lifted the coffee pot off the top of the machine. He cleared his throat to get the sheriff’s attention, and she followed him to a booth against the front wall. Joe didn’t speak, just poured them each a mug of coffee before sitting down across from the sheriff. He watched Laralaine rip the tops off four creamers and six packets of sugar, then dump the whole mess into her coffee. It made his stomach churn to think of drinking all that sweetness. He sipped his black coffee, waited for the sheriff to break the silence.

      Which she didn’t seem inclined to do. She gulped her coffee-flavored milkshake and smiled at him over its sugary rim.

      Joe sighed, rotated the ashtray in the center of the table. Times like these, he wished he still smoked. It gave him an air of gravelly authority, he thought, even if it also give him bronchitis three times a year and stole his breath when he tried anything more strenuous than climbing three stairs at a time. Quitting cigarettes was the second best thing he’d ever done. “Fine, have it your way. What do you think about that kid out there?”

      The deputy was staring at the kid out front, trying to figure out what to do with him. He led the kid to the back of the cruiser, took a look at the blood all over the boy’s chest and arms, then led him back to his seat on the sidewalk. The sheriff watched them, shrugged. “Meth.”

      Joe tried not to laugh his coffee out his nose. “Meth? You think that’s what meth looks like?”

      The sheriff wrinkled her lips into a bored smirk. “I don’t know shit about meth. I came from a part of the country where people had something better to do than rot their teeth and melt their brains.”

      “Like drink themselves to death and gamble away their government checks?” The words were out of his mouth before he could do anything but regret them. His first instinct when challenged was to go for the throat, and that just wasn’t going to work with Laralaine.

      The sheriff’s face darkened and turned to stone. “Nice.”

      Joe raised his hands, palms out. “That was out of line. Look, Pitchfork has its problems, but we’re a little testy when people just attribute every bad thing that happens to meth. That shit is evil, don’t get me wrong, but it’s not the bane of all our existences like some people believe. We have worse things to worry about.”

      The sheriff pushed her coffee mug toward him. Joe sighed again and filled it up. She nodded and poured yet more cream and sugar into the mug. “I know what you’re going to try and sell me, and let me stop you. I am not buying this Night Marshal bullshit, and I am not buying that you somehow single-handedly took down a whole cult full of bat-worshiping meth freaks.”

      Joe’s grip tightened around his mug. “I didn’t do it alone. I couldn’t have done it alone. Maybe you and I should take a ride out there to see what happened firsthand.”

      “Look, I get it.” She spread her hands. “You had a sweet gig. Do whatever the fuck you want, solve problems with your fists and your guns, fuck up some assholes. It’s cool. You were a cowboy. But there aren’t any good old boys left to back your play, Joe.”

      Joe’s eyes wandered out the window, to the east, up to the rounded dome of the ancient mountain where the Black Lodge hunkered behind great black gates. “You haven’t had the talk with him, have you?”

      “I was elected. Your boss, he’s not my boss. And if he thinks he is, then maybe I should roll up there and have a look around. Word is there’s a whole bunch of interesting things to see.”

      Trucks rumbled up to the pumps on the far side of the parking lot. A trio of tractor trailer rigs with machinery strapped to their flat backs. Joe watched the drivers hop out, heavy men who walked as if their legs weren’t meant for the ground. He turned his attention back to the sheriff. “This county has unique needs.”

      It was Laralaine’s turn to laugh into her coffee. “Whatever else you think, this county is no special snowflake that has to be protected from the big bad world. Up until a few months ago, your county was the center of the biggest meth pipeline in the world. You still have a per capita murder rate that is insane for any city outside of a war zone. This county is the biggest shithole I’ve ever seen.”

      “Why are you here?”

      That caused her to pause. She looked out the window and watched as the EMS team scooped up the wounded officer. “I heard about what happened to the last sheriff. What happened at that old farm. I heard about you.”

      Joe winked at her. “Little ol’ me?”

      “You’re a legend in Pitchfork. The bad man with the big gun who stomps a mudhole in the ass of anyone who gets in his way. People talk about you like you’re God himself come down to sort the wheat from the chaff. But outside? In the real world, people think you’re a fucking maniac, Mr. Hark. I took this job to keep men like you from eating this county from the inside out. I took this job because if I didn’t, you’d be free to run around playing judge, jury, and executioner without anyone being the wiser. I took this job because I saw a problem and thought I could fix it.”

      Joe snorted at that. “I’m not your problem, lady. If you think I am, then you’ve walked right into the lion’s den with your eyes closed and a slab of bacon strapped to your ass.”

      “I’m always open to enlightenment. Why don’t you tell me what my real problem is? Help me get my priorities straight.” She smiled at him, a sweet look that only just covered her fangs.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and decided there was no sense in sparring with this woman. He had to get her on his side somehow, and he did have a reason for looking her up. “I think someone’s fucking up the water. And I think that kid out there is going to be just the first in a series of cases of good people going batshit bad.”

      “I’m listening.” She pulled a small pad and pen out of the breast pocket of her uniform. “Go on.”

      “Last night, we were all pretty sick out at my place. Hallucinations, mood changes, generally bad shit. We figured out it was our well water.” Joe saw the sheriff starting to ask a question, waved her off. “I’m not going to explain how we knew it was the water, you wouldn’t believe me. Just hear me out.

      “We also discovered it’s not just our water that has shit in it. The creek behind our place was filthy with it. I followed the…pollution upstream. Until I hit a fence.”

      The sheriff gave him a “get to the point” gesture with her pen hand.

      “Someone strung a fence across the river. A fence they were guarding with serious muscle. A lot of bad attitudes and big guns.” Joe shrugged. “You tell me: Is it legal to string a razor wire fence across a public river? How about patrolling said fence with a private army?”

      Laralaine closed her notebook, put it on the table in front of her, and laid her pen across it. “You’re sure you saw this? Because you did just disclose that you’ve been suffering from mental disturbances.”

      “I just—” Joe drummed his fingers on the table and counted to three. The sheriff was watching something outside the window, her eyes narrowed. Joe followed her gaze to the trucks at the pumps. He’d almost ignored them earlier, blew them off as just part of the stream of traffic that flowed through Pitchfork on its way to better places every day.

      The trucks were splattered with mud, big red-brown smears that clung to their doors and side panels like scabs. Through the layer of muck, Joe saw the outline of an A inside a pentagon. He gnawed at the inside of his lip, the pieces of the puzzle falling together.

      “Now I get it.” Joe drained his mug and returned it to the table with more force than necessary. The sheriff jumped at the sudden noise, and every eye in the place turned toward Joe’s table.

      “Get what?” The sheriff stood, following Joe’s lead as he levered himself out of the booth.

      “I wondered why someone like you would end up here.” Joe eyed the sheriff. “And why you’re hell-bent on being such a pain in my ass.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “People don’t wind up in Pitchfork by accident. Someone wanted you here.” Joe looked back out the window. “Someone who didn’t want me nosing around.”

      “That’s quite a conspiracy theory you’ve got going on there.”

      “Yeah.” Joe brushed past the sheriff. He stopped with his hand on the front door. “However much they’re paying, you’re going to wish it was more before this is over.”
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      Joe stomped across the parking lot to his truck. He threw himself into the cab and slammed the door in a cold fury. He wanted nothing more than to go back in the diner and shake the truth out of the sheriff. Instead, he sat in his truck with his hands clenching the wheel until his knuckles cracked and his ragged breaths fogged the windshield.

      He could see the sheriff through the diner’s front window, hands folded around her coffee mug. She was staring into its depths, lost in thought. Joe wanted her to look at him, show her face so he could measure how close he’d come to the mark.

      The trucks were almost done fueling. Joe watched them top off their tanks and pull away, filing out of the Flying J’s lot with practiced precision.

      He’d missed the fourth truck. This one wasn’t a hauler, but an extended cab pickup with all its brand badges yanked off and enough security customizations to make a weekend warrior wet his pants. A gun rack threw its distinctive shadow through the smoke-tinted rear window, the set of lights bolted to its roof could brighten a stadium, and reinforcements and armor plates bulked up the truck’s body. The armored pickup followed the work vehicles out of the parking lot.

      Joe cranked the ignition and slid out after the militarized truck. He kept a good distance between his quarry and himself, but didn’t worry about trailing them. He knew the county’s roads so well, he wouldn’t have any trouble shadowing them. “Let’s see where you go, boys.”

      Joe’s thoughts kept going back to Laralaine. He’d been too tired and beat up to keep tabs on her when she’d first come to town after the November elections. He’d assumed the Long Man, who didn’t go out of his way to keep Joe in the loop these days, had met with the sheriff and laid things out for her. Hell, Joe had assumed the Long Man had brought Laralaine to Pitchfork in the first place.

      Now, he doubted that was the case. Joe reckoned she was on the same payroll as the boys he’d run into on the river. It was time to see just who these folks were and what they had planned for Pitchfork. If he was lucky, maybe he’d get to bust a few heads while he was at it.

      The convoy equipment trucks rolled ahead, tooling down I-44 in a neat line for five miles before the drivers began peeling off onto different exits. The custom job followed the last rig, trailing it by a couple hundred yards. Joe hung back a few hundred yards farther than that, keeping the truck in sight as he crested hills in its wake. A half hour after they’d hit the road, Joe caught sight of the truck leaving the interstate and followed it onto the exit ramp.

      He wished he had a cigarette and, not for the first time that day, a flask of whiskey to help settle his nerves and fuel his speculation. He’d figured out more problems that way, driving on back roads getting ripped and smoking, than he cared to admit. Doing all this sober was an adjustment he didn’t much care for.

      Joe also wished he’d come down from the big house a little more often these past few months. While he’d been half-dead for a few weeks after his encounter with the Haunter in Darkness, there was no excuse for how scarce he’d been for the weeks since. These Pentagon A-branded motherfuckers might have been in his county the whole time, doing who knew what, and he’d been turtled up all the while. Now that trouble had landed on his doorstep, he was having to play catch-up before the mess steamrollered everything in its path.

      While Joe pondered the changes that had stolen over Pitchfork while he’d been convalescing, he followed the truck deep into the shadow of the rounded Saint Francois mountains. The trucks stayed in the valleys, driving through forgotten hollows that infamous moonshiners had once called home and which now hid their meth-cooking descendants. They passed burnt-out houses and rusted trailers, drove through three-store ghost towns and finally onto gravel roads that wound back into the scrubby wilderness.

      For as far out in the middle of nowhere as they were, Joe noticed an awful lot of shiny new barbed wire and heavy gates that blocked off side roads he didn’t recognize. These boys had been very busy out here, far from prying eyes.

      But there was something else that bothered Joe even more than the new construction. He kept catching glimpses of pale, fleeting creatures scurrying through the scrub. They moved low to the ground, threading in and out of the undergrowth like overgrown rabbits. He was watching a pack of them pacing his truck when he lost sight of his quarry. “Shit.”

      He kept up the search for another twenty minutes before giving up. He’d passed five of the gates - those trucks could have disappeared down the roads beyond any of those, and he’d never find them. He slammed his hands on the steering wheel and made a three-point turn in the middle of the road. As he headed back to town, Joe noticed the pale creatures were gone. He thought he might have seen one or two as he drove away, but they were receding into the brush, and he couldn’t tell what they were at that distance. The sight of them made his teeth itch, but he wasn’t in the mood to go chasing after them just then.

      By the time Joe made it back to the highway, the sun was well on its way toward meeting the horizon. He flicked on his headlights and let his mind drift as the old truck carried him home. He felt old, used up. If he’d just grabbed those assholes in the fancy truck as soon as they got out into the boonies, he’d have his answers right now. Instead he’d tried playing Encyclopedia Fucking Brown, Boy Detective, and lost an easy source of information. Sometimes, the direct approach wasn’t just the best approach, it was the only approach.

      As he neared his home, Joe found something else to be annoyed about. A fancy black sedan was parked across his driveway. He could see a pair of heads shadowed by the dashboard lights as he pulled in behind the car. He took the shotgun off the rack before he got out. He was done taking chances.

      By the time Joe was out of the truck, so were the men from the car. They walked to the back of their sedan as he walked to the front of the truck, and, while they didn’t have their guns drawn, he could see from their posture and the way their hands floated at their sides that they were armed, as well.

      “Mr. Hark,” the driver said. He was short, but squat, his bearded face cast in red from the taillights. “Can we have a word?”

      “Talk.” Joe rested the shotgun’s barrels on his shoulder. He didn’t want to spook the men into drawing on him, but he wanted the comfort of knowing he could rain hell down on them at a moment’s notice.

      “Very well.” They started walking toward Joe, the driver keeping up his chatter as he closed gap between them. “I fear you may have the wrong impression of my employer, Mr. Hark.”

      “And you’re here to educate me?”

      The man ignored Joe’s jab and kept on with the speech he’d come to deliver. “Amogen Resources is an energy company. We find underutilized fuel sources—natural gas, petroleum, hydro, even solar and wind—and bring them up to their capacity. We provide the energy this country needs to keep running.”

      They were less than two yards from Joe’s front bumper, forming a triangle with Joe at its apex. “You’re frackers.”

      The driver’s mouth twisted like he’d bitten into a bad steak. “That word has ugly connotations. We are here, as you have intuited, to work the natural gas deposits in the area. Pitchfork has some very rich fuel sources. It’s good for Amogen, it’s good for the people of this county, and it’s good for America.”

      Joe tried to keep his eyes from rolling out of his head. “I’m a little disappointed you didn’t bring me a slice of apple pie to eat along with the horseshit you’re feeding me. I’m not sure who you think you’re talking to, but the patriotic rah-rah isn’t going to turn my crank and get me to look the other way. You’re stringing fences all over the goddamned place, you’ve got mercenaries armed to the teeth stashed hither and yon, and you’re pumping poison right into our drinking water.”

      “We need the fences for security, Mr. Hark. Which is a matter I’m here to discuss with you. Our drill sites are sensitive areas. We have very expensive equipment at those sites, and we protect them quite vigorously from intrusion.”

      Joe felt the tension in the air creeping up. “That why you’re here? Trying to vigorously defend your interests in Pitchfork?”

      “It’s important that we all understand one another. Our presence in Pitchfork is approved by your county government. We bring in jobs and money. We’ve returned value to this part of the country, which has for so long been worthless. But, in order for that to continue, we need to be able to operate unimpeded.”

      “So you thought you’d stop by, put the fear of God in me, get me to stop poking around your operation?” Joe smiled, a wide, flat slice through the middle of his face. The shotgun was heavy on his shoulder. The fact that these assholes thought they could roll out here and get him to back down made him want to shoot something.

      “What Amogen is doing here is none of your concern. We are following all of the local laws and abiding by all the appropriate regulations. We’re an honest business, doing honest work. We don’t want to come to cross purposes with you.”

      “Then why come to my house? I’ve got a phone.”

      “We find a face-to-face meeting to be more suitable for these discussions.”

      Joe shrugged. “You made your point. I’ll take what you have to say under advisement. Get the fuck out of my driveway.”

      The men exchanged a glance. The driver cleared his throat. “I don’t think you’re understanding the situation here, so I’ll be blunt. Stay away from our sites.”

      “Keep your shit out of the water, and I’ll consider it.”

      The passenger caught Joe flat-footed. He took one long step and drove his fist into Joe’s side, right under the ribs. All the wind rushed out of Joe, and he sagged back against the hood of the truck. Pain shot through his guts like a lightning bolt. Then it was gone, and all that remained was the white-hot coal of rage it had ignited in his belly.

      He came off the hood of the truck, shifting his grip on the shotgun as he moved. He caught the driver across the bridge of the nose with the butt, knocking the man clean off his heels.

      The passenger swung at Joe again, but without the element of surprise, he wasn’t fast enough to get the job done. Joe pivoted away from the blow and came back around with a left-handed haymaker of his own. The punch smashed into the passenger’s jaw with tooth-cracking force. The man turned with the attack, using momentum to open up the distance between them.

      The driver recovered faster than Joe had anticipated. He smashed both hands across the back of Joe’s neck. Sparklers blazed across Joe’s vision, and he stumbled, reeling on his feet. He reached into the blackness at the back of his mind, drawing on the strength of the Long Man and the Haunter. For a moment, he felt a flash of power, a rejuvenating burst of energy that would get him back into the fight.

      Then it faded away, replaced by a cold, dead emptiness. He cursed himself for his stupidity. These weren’t supernatural creatures, not even cultists. They were just hired goons. He had no cause to draw on his power, and so he was denied the supernatural edge in this fight.

      He took one more staggering step and caught his balance against the side of the truck. He drew in a deep breath and turned back toward his attackers, shotgun at the ready. They were both reaching for their own guns, but froze when the gaping tunnels of those barrels turned their way.

      “All right, fuckers,” Joe said, drawing in a ragged, adrenaline-charged gulp of air. “Thanks for the workout, but we’re done here. Get the hell off my land. Next time I see you around my place, there won’t be any words. Just a lot of flying lead.”

      The driver raised his hands, backed away. “There’s no need to do this the hard way, but if that’s what you want—”

      Joe squeezed the left trigger, and the shotgun roared into the air. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      He watched the men drive off, shotgun at the ready. When their taillights were out of sight, Joe flopped back against the hood of the truck and sucked in air like he’d just run a marathon. “At least I know I’m on the right path,” he said to himself.

      But he had to wonder if he’d bitten off more than he could chew this time. Fighting off monsters was one thing, that was something he understood. But this thing with Amogen was new. He didn’t have any backup on this, and he had no real idea what kind of trouble they were capable of dropping on his head.

      Joe took a few minutes to pull himself together. It was time to circle the wagons.

      War was coming.
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      Al met Joe in front of the house, the pack of black hounds swarming around his legs. “Run into some trouble?”

      Joe swung down from the cab, shotgun over his shoulder. “Just some bullshit.”

      Al followed him into the house. “Anything I need to clean up? I heard the shotgun.”

      That was a warning shot to send the bullshit on its way.” Joe headed through the living room and into the kitchen. He rooted around in a drawer next to the dishwasher until he found what he was looking for. He sat down in his spot at the table and rested the shotgun against the wall. “You want to round up your mom and sister? We need to have a talk.”

      His son nodded and left Joe at the table. He mashed the heels of his hands into his eyes. He couldn’t tell which way this was going. On the one hand, Amogen might only be a bunch of greedy corporate pigs who were drilling holes all over Pitchfork in search of cheap gas. Maybe they didn’t know what they were doing here or how dangerous it was to go poking around in the deep dark places. Maybe whatever was in the water was an accident, an unfortunate chance occurrence that Amogen had kicked off because they were stupid, not because they were evil.

      “Maybe pigs will fly out of my ass and carry my troubles to the moon,” Joe grunted.

      “There’s a lovely image.” Stevie slid into the seat next to her husband, trailing her hand from his shoulder down to his wrist as she sat. “I take it you found some trouble for us today?”

      Al came in with Elsa on his shoulders. Joe’s little girl giggled as she steered her brother around the table, tugging on his hair to get him to go left and right. “I’m Ratatouille,” she snickered.

      “Take a seat, rugrat.” Joe watched his kids settle in around the table. He took a deep breath. “We have a couple of problems. One of them, we need to get to the bottom of right away, but the other one is going to be around for a while.”

      Joe unfolded the topographical map of the county he’d taken from the drawer. It was old, didn’t show all the roads, but it would work for what he needed. He spread it out in front of him and put a notepad and Sharpie on top of it. He sketched out the Amogen symbol, a simple pentagon and a bold A inside it, then pushed the notepad toward Elsa.

      “Amogen is a drilling company. Sounds like they’ve been digging holes all over Pitchfork, and I think that shit in the water came from whatever they’re doing.” Joe looked at Elsa. “I’m hoping you can help me find all the places on this map where they’ve set up shop.”

      Elsa frowned at the map. “You want me to ask the ghosts.”

      “What happened yesterday, was because we were sick.” Stevie tried to reassure Elsa that what they were doing was safe, but Joe could see the uncertainty in her eyes. “That poison in the water made it hard for us to control our gifts. That won’t happen today.”

      Elsa rubbed her hands together in her lap. She eyed the map and the sketch Joe had given her and squirmed in her seat. “I’ll try.”

      Stevie got up and went around the table. She stood behind Elsa and rested her hands on the little girl’s shoulders. “I’ll be right here, baby.”

      Joe pointed to the sketch. “That’s the symbol their company uses on their trucks. I just need to know if you can tell me where they’ve been working.”

      Elsa slithered out from under mother’s hands and out of her chair. “I’ll try. I need a mask. Be right back.”

      Once their little girl was out of the room, Stevie raised an eyebrow at Joe. “Really?”

      Joe raked his fingers through his short hair. “I know. But we don’t have a lot of time to get this figured out. It’s affecting people.”

      “We’ll talk about it later.”

      Elsa returned with a mask in tow. She slid back into her seat and fastened the featureless clay face over her own, tying the leather straps across the back of her head. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, they glowed a pale, crystalline blue.

      She whispered, her voice a smooth hum inside her mask, lilting as she asked questions. Another voice answered, also from within the mask, but thicker and deeper. The man’s voice spat words rapid fire, in a language that seemed to be made entirely from harsh consonants. Elsa’s grabbed the marker off the table, and her hand jerked across the map, jabbing black dots onto the creased paper.

      Her voice changed, became the creaking drone of a spinster, and more dots appeared. Another change, a child’s uncertain cadence, and still more dots.

      Joe knew she was talking to the dead, giving them a few moments back in a physical body in exchange for what they knew. He’d never seen her chain so many together at once, though. Elsa talked to more than a dozen different spirits, each leading to the next, before her hand froze above the map and her knuckles turned white as she clenched the marker’s barrel.

      Her voice broke, became her own but higher pitched, strained. “It watches. It always watches.”

      She stabbed the marker at the map, then slashed a vicious X on it. “It watches it watches it watches itwatchesitwatches—”

      Stevie leaned in close, whispering urgent words into Elsa’s ear. The little girl’s head bobbed, as if she were struggling to stay awake, and jagged cracks appeared in the clay covering her face. Stevie eased her daughter back and cleared the crumbling mask away. Elsa snored like a buzzsaw, mouth hanging open.

      “Sounds like her mother,” Joe said through a lopsided grin. “What was that shit at the end?”

      Stevie hitched her shoulders. “No idea. We’ll have to ask her if she remembers when she wakes up.”

      Joe turned the map. There were dozens of dots scattered across its wrinkled face. But there was only one X. “Guess I know where to start looking.”

      “What’s the second problem? The one that’s not going away?”

      Joe tapped the Amogen logo. “These fuckers. Some goons came by for a chat, wanted to make sure I knew they had their shit all paid up, and didn’t appreciate my concern with their activities.”

      Al raised an eyebrow. “That’s what the shot was for? Some thugs roughed you up here?”

      Joe scratched the stubble on his jaw. “Roughed up is probably a little strong. Blows were exchanged, we made our positions clear to one another. They’re pissed. They’ll probably be back if I keep poking the hornet’s nest.”

      Stevie chuckled, a low, dark noise. “My guess is you are not going to stop pissing them off, so I should probably make sure our hatches are battened down.”

      “That’s a wise idea, wife of mine.” Joe reached across the table and took her hand. “I don’t know if they put that shit in the water intentionally, but whatever happened here is because of what they’re doing, almost for certain. I say we go to where X marks the spot and find out for sure.”

      Stevie nodded. “And if we find out it is them?”

      “Well, darlin’, I guess things are going to get a little unpleasant for them.”
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      Joe and Stevie slipped through the woods like a pair of shadows. They’d driven most of the way out to their target site in Stevie’s Rambler, then hidden the car under a blanket of spells so thick Joe had to take Stevie’s word for it that they’d be able to find it again.

      As they walked, Stevie paused from time to time to get her bearings. They’d left the magnifying glass behind; its light was too likely to reveal their approach to whatever guards they might run into, but Stevie had tricks of her own. The wind whispered directions to her, guiding the two of them through the thick woods.

      They came to the first fence not long after they’d started their cross-country trek. Joe raised a hand, and Stevie stopped next to him. “Electric?” she asked.

      Joe leaned down and plucked a narrow-blade plantain from a clump of frost-coated weeds at his feet. He brushed the top wire of the fence with the plant’s bristled head. There was a vivid blue spark, and the weed’s head popped off in a spray of charcoal powder. Joe sucked on his stinging thumb. “Yeah, it’s electric.”

      Stevie walked ten yards to a gnarled old oak with a bent trunk. She clambered up into its branches, which reached out over the fence before bowing back to within a few feet of the earth. “Climb on up, monkey boy,” she said.

      Joe followed her, grunting as he climbed. His arms and legs creaked as much as the tree that supported him. “There has to be an easier way to do this.”

      Stevie and Joe climbed back down into the narrow strip of overgrown brush between the fence and a tangled wall of deep forest. Joe eyed the close-spaced trunks and interwoven branches. “Watch your step in there. If we get separated, we’ll never find one another.”

      Stevie winked at her husband as she passed him and slipped into the forest. “Come on, big guy. I’ll lead the way.”

      They walked for fifteen minutes before finding themselves back at the edge of the forest, staring at the fence they’d crossed over. “You’re a pretty shitty guide, lady.”

      Stevie growled. She prided herself on her affinity for the woods and her ability to find her way through even the densest forest without trouble. “Someone’s fucking with us.”

      She licked her right index finger and blew a sharp breath across it. A silver spark lifted from her hand and floated into the air a few feet ahead of her, like a firefly that had forgotten it was winter. It bobbed in the air, then drifted deeper into the forest.

      Joe followed his wife and her glowing guide. They wandered for an hour, clawing their way through the woods. And the woods clawed back, branches snapping against their faces, clutching thistles snatching at their legs. The deeper they went, the more difficult the going became. Snow-capped blackberry briars stretched across their path time and again, snatching at their skin and tearing their clothes as they skirted around them.

      Stevie rested against a tree after an hour of hacking her way through the dense brush. “Someone is trying very hard to keep people out of here.”

      Joe nodded. “Yeah, I get that feeling. We safe to assume that these folks are up to no good?”

      She shook her head. “Or they’re law-abiding citizens who just happened to hire a spellslinger to keep assholes off their land. We weren’t exactly invited.”

      “You really believe that after what happened?”

      Stevie blew on her silver spark, reinvigorating the floating light with a bit of her strength. “I’ve seen a lot of spells go bad. I’ve also seen a lot of shit come crawling out of the shadows whenever someone pokes a little too hard at the wall between worlds. This could all be one big, bad accident.”

      “Feels like a stretch.”

      “Let’s keep the shooting to a minimum, please, sir.”

      Joe crossed his heart. “Promise.”

      They moved on, trying to get to the site before they lost the cover of night. Before long, Joe found himself reaching out to tug on the back of Stevie’s shirt, slowing her down so he could keep up. If he took his eyes off her, he lost track of where she was going.

      The warring entities in the back of his head laughed at his confusion. He gritted his teeth at their moment of solidarity, and pressed on.

      It took them well past midnight, by Joe’s watch, to get their first sign they were heading in the right direction. Lights blazed against the night sky, pouring up through the forest’s canopy like molten silver. Ten minutes after that, they could hear the rhythmic, churning hum and heavy clanks of machinery grinding through the cold night air. Ten more minutes, and they stood above the work site. It was down in a narrow valley, surrounded by a high fence and a series of halogen work torches that banished the night.

      A long machine hunkered down in the middle of a pool of near-blinding light. A towering, spinning shaft rose up from the machine, burrowing its way into the ground.

      Three men worked the machine, moving around it with practiced coordination. Three more men walked the perimeter of the fence, heavy weapons dangling from shoulder straps.

      “Looks boring,” Stevie whispered.

      Joe tried to shift his position without causing his aching knees to crack like gunshots. “Something about this spot wound Elsa up.”

      “Then let’s see.” Stevie shivered and leaned in closer to her husband.

      The moon sank toward the far horizon, its light fading to a pale haze above the rounded humps of the mountains. Joe found himself mesmerized by the noise of the drill and the routine movements of the guards and the workers. It was like staring into the guts of a giant watch, turning, turning, turning. All he wanted to do was curl up and get some sleep. They could walk back to the Rambler in the morning. There was nothing—

      “What the hell is that?”

      Joe jerked, startled by his wife’s urgent whisper. “What?”

      Something had changed down in the valley. The workers were moving quickly now, one of them hauling some sort of wide silver cauldron over to the back end of the machine, while the others waved their arms for the guards.

      Black, swirling smoke poured from the rear of the machine. It coiled in the air, neither rising nor falling, but swelling by the second.

      The guards hustled down to the work site, guns at the ready, night vision goggles slapped down over their eyes. Joe pulled Stevie deeper into the brush, wary of being picked out against the cool hillside by thermal imaging bullshit. The last thing they needed was some wannabe sniper taking potshots at them while they tried to get the hell into the wind.

      The worker slid the silver bowl under the seething black cloud, then averted his gaze and backed away. Fist-sized drops of liquid ebony fell from the mist and into the bowl, each falling glob landing in the bowl with a blaring crash that echoed through the valley.

      “How about now?” Joe whispered in Stevie’s ear. “Now can we assume these assholes are the bad guys?”

      “Maybe those guys.” She nodded past Joe. “But definitely those guys over there.”

      They were coming through the trees, slithering from branch to branch like overgrown, milk-pale lizards. Their eyes, deep set and glowing like cigar butts in the darkness, flared as they caught sight of Joe and Stevie. Joe shrugged the shotgun’s sling off his shoulder and caught it in his right hand. The pale shapes seemed to multiply as they came, filling the shadows with white death. “Shit.”

      Stevie grabbed his arm and pulled Joe away from the gathering creatures. The pale forms were fencing them in, blocking the path to the site and closing a circle around them. Joe stayed close to Stevie’s heels when they began their retreat, but soon the space between them grew to a few yards. “Stevie,” he hissed, but she was moving too fast and was too far away to hear him.

      The undergrowth tangled around Joe’s legs, and thick branches slapped at his face and chest. He could still see Stevie, but where she was able to slip through the woods with little trouble, he had to make constant detours. The distance between them was growing by the second.

      Worse, Joe was having trouble keeping an eye on his wife. Every time the forest forced him to alter his course, he became less certain of the direction he was heading. He’d been born in these hills and had never thought he could get lost, but he was starting to feel as confused as a city-born tourist.

      And the critters weren’t slowing down. Whenever he glanced over his shoulder, Joe saw the things closing in on him. They slipped from branch to branch like monkeys from hell, navigating the dense forest with no difficulty.

      Joe ran into a branch that drew a hot line across his cheek. He could feel blood running down his face, sticky and steaming in the chill winter air. “Fuck,” he snarled and clutched his hand to his wounded face.

      He stumbled over his own boots, and his shoulder smacked into a tree hard enough to twist him around. He caught himself against a second tree and tried to get his bearings. Stevie was nowhere to be seen, but the small forms were closer than ever. In a minute, maybe less, they’d be swarming him.

      Joe backed away from the approaching enemies, trying to get a sense of the pale monsters. Their skin was so white it seemed to glow in the moonlight, and he could see veins squirming below the skin like thick, black worms. Their cherry-red eyes were sunken into black pits, the edges of which were ragged and uneven where they spread out to meet the alabaster skin. They moved with startling speed and agility, despite the fact that they seemed to have no bones. Their arms and legs flowed and bent in unnatural ways, an almost tentacular wiriness that reminded Joe of tree snakes. “Hell with this,” he whispered. He turned and ran.

      The forest treated Joe like an enemy. His face was covered in scratches that wept red tears. Branches and brambles clutched at his shotgun, threatening to rip it from his hands. He could hear the little monsters catching up to him. Their chittering cries filled the air like a cicada’s drone. It was coming from three sides of him, and Joe knew the noose was tightening.

      Joe turned on one heel and fired his shotgun into the forest. There were screams and howls of outrage. He didn’t know if he’d hit any of the little bastards, but he hoped he’d given them something to think about. They might kill him in the end, but he’d send a good chunk of that pack screaming to hell first.

      He kept running, but his heart wasn’t in it. He no longer had any idea where Stevie or the Rambler were. The monsters were catching up to him too quickly. If he didn’t want to get run down like the wrong end of a raccoon hunt, Joe knew he was going to have to make a stand sooner rather than later.

      A fallen log barred Joe’s path, and he threw himself over the mouldering tree. He snugged up against the natural barricade, rested the shotgun’s heavy barrels across its top. His pursuers were thirty yards away and closing at a dead run. They screamed when they saw he’d gone to ground, unleashing high-pitched hunting cries that seemed to draw them together and drive them forward with an overpowering hunger. There had to be at least twenty of them, coming at him in a savage charge.

      Joe let out a resigned sigh. He hoped they were all on his tail and Stevie had gotten away clean. The shotgun was warm in his hand, the runes along its length glowing a green so bright it hurt his eyes. It was time to get down to the dirty business that made Joe so weary. “Come on, fuckers, let’s see how many of you I can burn down.”

      The long, plaintive cry of the Rambler echoed through the forest. Its horn was loud and brassy and, best of all, closer than Joe had dared to hope. He fired off a shot that threw fire and smoldering silver at the onrushing pale forms. It lacked accuracy and finesse, but the spreading cone of death winged a few of the things and caused the rest to cower in momentary fear.

      Joe took advantage of the distraction and threw himself through the forest. The horn blared again, and he followed it downhill. He was close enough to see the trusty old car’s lights filtering through the trees. The monsters were close. Joe really hoped Stevie had left a door open for him; he didn’t think he’d have time to mess with the handle before the creatures were on his back tearing him to shreds.

      He hit the electric fence at a full run. Power arced around him, clawing its way up his arms and around his head. It lit up his brain like a Christmas tree. His arms and legs jerked straight as the power paralyzed him.

      Joe could feel his enemies closing in. He didn’t have time to wait around being electrocuted. He dug into the power of the Long Man and the Haunter, shortening his life by a few days in exchange for the strength he needed.

      The electrical current paled before the energy surging into him. Joe ripped the fence post from the ground and hurled it back toward the monsters on his tail. The wires parted with a spray of sparks, and the severed ends jerked and spat on the ground like serpents. Joe leaped across them and shoved his way through a tangled screen of blackberry vines.

      The Rambler was waiting for him, door open just as he’d hoped. Joe scrambled around the front of the car, throwing long shadows in the headlights, then threw himself into the passenger’s seat. “Gogogo!” he shouted, slamming the door.

      Stevie didn’t wait for Joe to buckle up. She jammed the pedal to the floor and twisted the Rambler around in a tight circle. Dead leaves and rotten branches spewed from under the car’s tires and into the faces of the creatures rushing up on its taillights.

      The Rambler bounced back onto the track they’d come in on. Stevie kept the accelerator on the floor, and the distance between the car and those chasing it widened.

      Joe hung his head out the window and looked back. “I think we’re going to make it. Looks like they’re turning back.”

      “Shit,” Stevie shouted.

      Joe spun back around in time to see one of the freakish white things leap from an overhanging tree branch. It landed on the gravel road inches ahead of the Rambler. It howled at Joe with a little boy’s face. This close, he could see that behind the black veins and glowing eyes, it was just a little kid.

      Stevie didn’t have a chance to hit the brakes. The Rambler slammed into the boy, splattering his body across its bumper and sending his arms and head tumbling up onto the hood.

      The Rambler screeched to a halt. Stevie held the wheel in both hands, breath rushing in and out of her clenched teeth with a faint whistling.

      Joe put his hand on her shoulder and tried to deny what they’d both seen. “We have to keep going. It was a monster. Just a monster.”

      Stevie twitched. “I recognized him. That was Ben Ames.”

      “Not anymore. You did what you could. But now we have to get out of here before his buddies catch up to us and eat off our faces.”

      “I can’t—” Stevie took a deep breath. “I can’t just leave him here. We have to bring his body back to his parents.”

      “Fine.” Joe threw the door open and lunged into the street. The Rambler had gone over the kid at close to 50 mph. The grill was caked with all that was left of the boy’s torso: gobbets of pale meat and pints of clotted black goo the consistency of melting gelatin. One of the arms was still on the hood, the fingers hooked over the edge closest to the windshield.

      The other one was on the road ahead, where it had been thrown when Stevie slammed on the brakes. It lay on the gravel like the remains of a phantom octopus, cold and pale and twisted up in an unnatural knot surmounted by a crown of fingers. Joe scooped the thing up by the wrist and held it out from his body as he walked on in search of the head. He watched the arm warily, as he expected the damned kid’s bits and pieces to start trying to claw at him.

      The head rested at the edge of the Rambler’s headlights. It had tumbled to the side of the road before smashing into a big rock. Joe grabbed it by the hair and lifted it up to get a better look. The eyes were still black, but the glow was gone. The shredded stump of the neck drooled a line of tarry black onto the gravel as Joe walked back to the car. “What a fucking mess.”

      He opened the Rambler’s hatchback and placed the head and arm in the roomy cargo space. He watched the body parts for long moments. When the little boy’s arm and head didn’t start flopping around or gnashing at the air, he headed down the road to look for the kid’s legs.

      The taillights’ red glow showed Joe no sign of pale monstrosities chasing him. He found the legs a hundred feet down the road. Greasy streaks of black goo marred the white flesh and more of the slime oozed from the legs’ severed ends. He lifted them by their ankles and carried them back to the Rambler, trying not to retch at the unnatural feel of the floppy limbs in his hands.

      He tossed the legs into the Rambler, then walked around the front of the car and lifted the remaining arm off the hood. Adding it to the pile in the back, Joe tried not to think about how this was going to end. He did not relish giving these body parts a proper burial or burning them in a trash barrel somewhere.

      He definitely was not ready for what Stevie wanted to do with the boy’s remains.

      “We have to give him back to his parents.” She didn’t look at Joe as she spoke.

      “Oh.” Joe said. Shit, he thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          21

        

      

    
    
      The sheriff took one look in the back of the Rambler and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You son of a bitch.”

      Joe stepped out of Laralaine’s punching range. “Let me explain.”

      “There is half of a dead kid in the back of your car,” she growled. “I see no way you’re going to explain this that doesn’t end with you handcuffed in the back of my cruiser.”

      Joe was tired of beating around the bush. It was time for the sheriff to get a big dose of the real world. He reached past her and into the back of the car, snatching up the kid’s head by its hair.

      The sheriff recoiled from the twisted face Joe shoved at her. “Does this look like a normal kid to you?”

      “Christ.” The sheriff unclipped her flashlight and shined its powerful beam into Ben Ames’s dead eyes.

      Joe knew what she was seeing - eyes as black and clouded as a beached shark’s, ebony veins bulging against paper-thin skin.  “So, how about it? You think this is just some kid I picked up off the street and hacked apart with my chainsaw?”

      “I am not going to stand here and stare at this dead little boy. The coroner can explain it all to me after he completes his examination.”

      Joe flipped the head up, showing the sheriff the deep black surface of the neck stump. “You see any bones in here? Anything you recognize at all?”

      The sheriff’s stoic face was crumbling. Joe could see shivers working their way up her arms and into her chest. He tossed the head back into the Rambler and took Laralaine’s arm before shock could knock her down. “Stevie,” he called, “need a hand back here.”

      Joe eased the sheriff back to her cruiser and helped her lean against the hood. She was as pale as the dead kid she couldn’t stop staring at. “What the hell is happening here?”

      He looked into the hatchback and rubbed his chin. “Lady, I don’t know how you ended up here or what you thought you were doing when you took this job, but I hope to hell you’re starting to get the picture. Because if you aren’t, you are going to have a very hard time in our fine little county.”

      Stevie took a seat next to the sheriff. She put her arm around the uniformed woman and began mumbling a simple, subtle healing spell. It wasn’t much, but Joe could see it took the edge off the sheriff’s shock. He waited for the shivering to stop and the color to come back into her cheeks before he continued.

      “I’m pretty sure whatever got into this kid is the same shit that got into my family and the kid at the Flying J. He was sick before we were. Stevie thought she’d gotten him through the worst of it, but-” Joe trailed off, not wanting to dig at Stevie’s guilt. He didn’t know how the parasite worked, or if there was anything they could have done. He wasn’t sure why Ben reacted so differently to it, or whether everyone who’d contracted the infection would end up like him. He tried not to think about what that meant for him and his family.

      The sheriff said nothing. She kept staring into the back of the Rambler.

      “Are you going to help me with this shit?”

      The sheriff looked at Joe, then back at the dead kid. “What do you need?”

      “First,” Joe said, “we need to put this kid’s remains somewhere other than the back our car. I do not want to drive around with this mess leaking all over the back of the Rambler. Do you have a body bag or a tarp or something you could wrap it up in and take it to the station for his parents to identify later?”

      The sheriff nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, we can do that.”

      Joe nodded. “Thanks. I also need you to come with us to the Ames’s place and make sure they don’t get too crazy when we break the news to them.”

      She nodded again, shivered. “Let’s do this before I change my mind.”

      They loaded the body into a heavy vinyl body bag that stank with a chemical reek so powerful Joe longed for the thick stench of the corpse. The body bag went into the sheriff’s trunk. “Just follow us. I’ll do the talking, all right? You’re just there to make this official and keep them from completely losing their minds.”

      The sheriff followed them, though Joe had to keep asking Stevie to slow down so the cruiser could keep up with the Rambler. Stevie sighed every time he told her to tap the brakes. “I just want this done.”

      “I know.” Joe tried to remember how many times he’d said those same words himself. He hoped Stevie never caught up to his tally.

      It was well on to morning before they made it to the Ames’s place. There were no lights on in the trailer, and even the porch light was dark. Joe reached over and turned off the Rambler’s headlights as Stevie pulled into the Ames’s driveway. “I don’t think they even know their kid isn’t snug in his bed.”

      The sheriff pulled up behind them and killed the cruiser. They gathered next to the cars, shoulders hunched against the predawn chill. Joe nodded to the sheriff. “Follow my lead. Don’t talk.”

      He could see the fire in Laralaine’s eyes, but she nodded.

      He knocked on the door, quietly, then more firmly when he didn’t get an answer. After thirty seconds of building up to a vigorous pounding on the door, Joe heard someone stirring inside. He stepped back and shielded his eyes to keep from being blinded when the porch light snapped on.

      The door cracked open to reveal one bloodshot eye under a mop of greasy hair, staring out above the chain holding the door closed. Ken Ames eyeballed Joe, but didn’t unfasten the chain. “Joe, what the hell?”

      “I need to come in.  It’s Ben. There’s been an accident.”

      “The fuck are you talking about? Shirley and Ben are in bed. You been drinkin’ again?” Ken started to push the door closed.

      Joe shoved his palm against the door, putting enough force behind it to make sure Ken understood he wasn’t fucking around. “Open the door. Now.”

      Ken grunted and closed the door. Joe could hear him muttering behind it as he unfastened the chain. When he opened the door again, he looked pissed and pathetic. Shirley poked her head out from the hallway, hair rising off her head in a snarled rat’s nest. She blinked her puffy eyes at Joe. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re going to want to sit down for this.”

      Ken crossed his arms and leaned against the far wall. “Just spill it so we can go back to bed.”

      Joe shrugged. “There was an accident. Ben was killed.”

      Shirley’s mouth fell open, and her eyes swelled in their sockets. “No. He’s in bed.”

      She ran from the trailer’s living room, her panicked steps echoing down the hall. A door slammed open. Shirley’s scream tore at Joe’s ears.

      “How?” Ken sagged against the wall. “I saw him go to bed. He’s too little to sneak out. How?”

      Joe ground his teeth with frustration. He wasn’t good at this, but he knew he had to try. The days of just slaughtering monsters and letting someone else sort out the wreckage were behind him. He needed to remind folks that he was part of their community, that he was one of them. He took a seat on the arm of the couch, closer to Ken. “I wish I knew. I think there was something in the water. Something that affected Ben’s mind.”

      “He was sick. But Stevie said he was better.” Ken stood up, and Joe could see the anger flaring in his sleep-clouded eyes. “She said he was going to be fine.”

      Joe stepped back from Ken’s clumsy punch, and caught the bereaved man’s fist between his palms. A twisting flame of rage erupted in his chest. He was the Night Marshal. He wasn’t going to stand here while some asshole took a swing at him. He closed his fingers around Ken’s hand and squeezed. He could feel the bones in Ken’s hand creaking, grinding together.

      “Don’t hurt him,” he heard Shirley whisper from the hall. Her eyes were swollen and red, tears glistening on her flushed cheeks. “He’s all I got left. Please don’t hurt him.”

      Joe’s rage turned to ashes. He let his hands fall away from Ken. “I’m sorry.”

      “She said he’d be fine,” Ken moaned, clutching his bruised hand to his chest. “But he’s not. He’s not fine.”

      Joe looked away, shamed by another father’s grief. He realized Ken was drunk, his emotions surging out of control on a tide of booze. It was something Joe remembered all too well. It made him sick to his stomach. It made him want a slug of Jack Daniel’s. “I need to ask you both a few questions.”

      The sheriff slipped in through the front door, Stevie just behind her. They stood against the wall, watching, but not speaking. Joe was glad for their support and hoped the presence of the law would help Ken get his feelings under control. He didn’t want this to turn into a brawl with a drunken, sad little man.

      “Okay.” Ken flopped into the love seat, arms and legs flung wide. Shirley seated herself next to him, perched on the front edge of the cushion, like a bird preparing to take flight.

      “I know this is a shock, but how are the two of you feeling?” Joe knew Stevie was using her supernatural senses to peer into these poor souls, but he wanted to hear them talk it out.

      “How do you think—” Ken spat, but Shirley cut him off with a squeeze on this knee.

      “Headaches.” Shirley shushed Ken with a snap of her fingers when he tried to interrupt her. “We’ve both been having headaches.”

      “And the dreams.” Ken leaned forward, rubbing shoulders with his wife and squeezing her thigh in a show of support. He closed his hands over his face and leaned forward, rocking forward and back. He let his fists fall into the gap between his legs. “Those fucking dreams.”

      Joe leaned closer to the grieving couple. “Tell me about the dreams. Anything could be helpful.”

      “You think it’s some spook shit?” Ken nodded. “Of course, yeah. Otherwise why’d you be here?”

      “It’s definitely the kind of thing I specialize in,” Joe said. “What about the dreams?”

      “There was something under the rocks.” Shirley wrung her hands in her lap. Her eyes were open, but staring and distant, unfocused. “Something that wanted us to come to it, to help it get free. I could hear it. Even right after I’d wake up, I could still hear it.”

      Joe sneaked a glance over his shoulder, and Stevie nodded her head. “Can you hear it now?”

      They both cocked their heads, one to the left, the other to the right, and closed their eyes. A few moments later, Ken shook his head. Shirley shook her head, as well.

      “No,” Ken said. “I can’t hear it at all now. But I can kinda…shit. I know when I sleep, the dreams’ll come. They always come.”

      “I can help with those,” Stevie said. “If you—”

      “Get away from us,” Shirley hissed, her eyes wild and teeth bared. “For all I know, what happened to Ben is your fault.”

      She tensed to lunge. Joe could see the threat of violence in her posture, the mother’s rage causing her muscles to bunch up under her skin.

      The sheriff picked up on it, too, and stepped in. “They’re leaving,” she nodded to Joe and Stevie, who both stepped back from the Ameses. “We’re all leaving. But I need you to come down to the station tomorrow to identify your boy.”

      Shirley’s face crumpled again. She folded up into herself on the love seat, mashing her face against her husband’s shoulder. “We’ll be there. Early.”

      “I’ll be there at nine,” the sheriff said. “Thank you.”

      Joe and Stevie left and stood outside near the truck, waiting for the sheriff.

      “They’re both infected,” Stevie whispered. “It’s not bad, not yet. But they’ve got the seeds in them.”

      “The kid,” Joe said. “How did that happen?”

      Stevie shivered and wrapped her arms around Joe, leaning into his chest. “He was clear, Joe. I know it. When I left, he wasn’t sick. But if it’s in the water, then…”

      Joe squeezed his wife close. “Yeah, if it’s in the water, then I guess it doesn’t matter much if you cleaned him out or not. He’d get it back in him as soon as he took a drink.”

      “We need to stop this,” Stevie said.

      Joe knew his wife was right, but he didn’t have any good idea how to fix things.
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      Al prowled the house. He couldn’t sleep for shit; every time he drifted off, something twitched under his skin. He’d never felt so violated as when he was under the influence of that thing. His throat was dry, but the thought of drinking anything, even the bottled water they’d stacked in the kitchen, made his stomach clench.

      So, while Elsa slept, he prowled the house. He padded from room to room, looking for something out of place. His skin jumped and squirmed with nervous energy, and his muscles felt like they were about to rip themselves loose from his bones. The need to change was growing stronger by the moment.

      He held his hand before his eyes and let the urge slip free of his control. His fingers shot out two full inches, and his nails grew well beyond that. They thickened and curved into claws meant for stripping meat from kills. The knuckles thickened, and the muscles grew heavy and corded between the bony knobs. Al didn’t know the limits of his strength when he was in what he’d come to think of as his true form, but he did know he could lift a full-grown buck overhead with one hand.

      His claws itched for flesh to rend, for something warm and wet to tear. Al clenched his fist against the urge to destroy. When he opened his fingers, they were once again slim and tipped with nothing more than nails. To take his mind off the urge to change and run with the pack, he went back to patrolling the house.

      Front door, kitchen door, back door. He went from one to the next, moving through the living room, kitchen, and the mudroom, before retracing his steps. He could hear Elsa snoring from her bedroom off the living room, a gentle burring that made him feel more at ease.

      He looked out the windows as he passed them, sniffing at the seals his mother had set upon them to make sure the magic was still there to repel any invaders. They seemed strong enough, but Al knew he couldn’t trust them entirely. Evil had a way of slipping past your defenses.

      “Let ‘em come,” he growled. Things had changed within him over the last few months. Al was more in tune with his shifting abilities now, more skilled at using his natural weapons to defend himself. Time with the dogs had honed his hunting instincts and taught him he was stronger, faster, than he’d ever imagined. If anyone, anything, came into this house now, he’d tear it apart and feed the pieces to his pack.

      After his twentieth circuit through the house, Al flopped down on the couch and closed his eyes.

      The baying of the hounds dragged him back awake. It was still deep night beyond the living room windows; not much time had passed since he’d let himself sleep.

      Al crept to the living room window and looked out. He could see nothing but his dogs out there, their big black shapes roving back and forth. One of them lifted its head and howled, a long, quavering note echoed by others that were out of sight.

      He padded to the kitchen and peered through the windows into the night. The dogs were thickest in the yard between the big house and Stevie’s old shack, flowing around one another like a turbulent river of shadows. They raised their heads as one and howled, an angry, frightened sound that drew a low growl from Al. There was something out there.

      Al shot the bolt on the kitchen door and slipped out onto the porch. The dogs glanced back at him before turning their eyes toward the creek. Al moved amongst the dogs. They brushed against his legs as he passed, greeting him while still keeping their eyes on the intruders.

      He saw the interlopers on the edge of the creek, crawling up the embankment. A white tide of writhing, boneless bodies flopped and seethed up the gravel and onto the grass. Red-ember eyes shifted in the darkness like windblown sparks.

      Al tore off his shirt and flung it away. He shrugged out of his shorts and let the change begin rippling through him. Whatever this shit was, he and his dogs would put an end to it.

      His flesh shifted as he charged. His legs popped and snapped into new configurations, corded with wiry muscles that propelled Al over the grass ahead of his pack. His arms swung loose from his shoulders, growing more powerful and simian with every step. Soon they dangled past his knees and ended in enormous hands with six-inch claws that scored the earth as he charged.

      The things coming out of the creek rushed to meet him, their voices raised in shrill, unearthly cries. Al answered them with a roar that sent the enormous black dogs into a killing frenzy.

      The mastiffs howled as they ran, filling the night with the wild sounds of their rage. Al lunged ahead of the pack, and the muscles and bones in his face shifted, lengthening into a lupine muzzle filled with dagger-like teeth. By the time he slammed into the contorted wave of creatures, he was no longer a man.

      He snatched the first one up in a massive claw, wrapping his fingers around the thing’s head. It had the shape of a young boy, but its flesh felt slick and unclean in his grip. It lashed at him with arms and legs that seemed to have too many joints or none at all. The rubbery blows slapped against his arm with a sound like a beached fish flopping on the shore. The skull flexed in his grip, it felt more like an overripe peach than solid bone. Holding onto the thing made Al’s stomach churn. With a savage howl, he clenched his fist around the thing’s strange head.

      Its malleable flesh flowed between his fingers, bulging between his knuckles like rising bread dough. Al snarled and tried to fling the thing away, but its body tightened around his fingers and held it fast. He swiped at with the claws of his other hand and managed to free himself, but only by digging deep furrows in the back of his hand.

      The thing sloshed onto the ground, its body momentarily flattening before it oozed back into shape. The holes in its head closed, the flesh stretching threads of itself across the gaps to fill them. Al stared, his black eyes unable to believe what he was seeing.

      Another of the creatures threw itself onto Al’s chest, slapping against his torso with a repulsive intimacy. The amorphous flesh fit itself to Al in a warm embrace. Another added its weight, wrapping around his thigh, and another smeared itself against his back.

      Around Al, the dogs howled in rage and frustration. His pack tore through the pale-skinned freaks, but the wounds they caused seemed ineffectual. As fast as the dogs’ fangs could scythe through them, the boy-things stitched themselves back together. Within moments, even the most grievous wounds were shallow creases in their pale skin.

      Worse, their blood was black and sticky in the dogs’ mouths. Several of the enormous hounds were rolling on the grass, dragging their muzzles in the dirt to rid themselves of the black blood. Several more were lying on their sides, dark foam gurgling from their nostrils and staining the earth around their heads. He had to stop this, before all of his dogs were dead.

      Al ripped the white bodies from his torso and legs, shredding them with claws that tore through them and into his own body. He didn’t care about the damage he caused himself, he just needed to get the damned things off. Free of those clinging to him, Al fought his way clear of the teeming white horde and willed his hounds to follow. Those that could disengaged, glancing back with mournful eyes at those snared in the bodies of their enemies.

      He backed away from the fight, heart heavy at the sight of the black-and-white mess churning on the grass before him. Half his pack was trapped by those little boy-sized monstrosities, strong canine bodies worn down by their clumsy, clubbing attacks and the effects of their toxic blood. Al clenched his clawed fists in frustration, unsure of what to do.

      The white swarm was still moving toward the house, dragging the trapped dogs along with it. It came on at a steady, implacable pace. Within five minutes, it would be up on the back porch, and Al was utterly powerless to stop its approach.

      The dogs whined around his legs, brushing against him to comfort themselves and remind him he was their leader. Those bodies down there, the dead and the dying, they were his responsibility. Al wanted more than anything to make it right, but he was backed into a corner where all the claws and fangs in the world wouldn’t help him.

      The pack whined around him, their voices rising octaves as they grew more and more agitated. The white things were closing in, fiery eyes coating the grass with undulating waves of crimson light. Al felt sick to his stomach, the gnawing fear of death clawed at his insides. As strong as he’d become, everything he’d learned, it was still going to end with his life snuffed out under the hands of monsters.

      One of the dogs scratched at the back door, then nipped at Al’s fingers. The dog scratched at the door again.

      “Worth a shot,” Al said. He opened the door, and the dogs rushed in ahead of him, big tails thumping against the door frame as they entered the house. “Let’s see how Mom’s wards hold up.”

      He followed the dogs into the kitchen, then froze when he saw Elsa standing next to the table.

      She wore a heavy mask, an elongated oval that reached nearly to her waist. “Stay inside, Brother.”

      Elsa slipped past Al, her cold hand gently brushing his wrist as she passed him. “Elsa, don’t-“ he started, but she kept on moving, ignoring his words.

      The door closed behind her, as if blown shut by an unseen wind. Al peered through the glass, watching Elsa walk down the back porch steps. She held something in her hands, something that glowed with a dark light.

      The white things were close now, a hundred yards away and closing at an alarming pace.

      Elsa didn’t seem to recognize the danger she was in. She stood, swaying slightly from side to side as the white tide surged nearer. Al couldn’t just leave her out there. He grabbed the door knob, but it wouldn’t budge. He checked the lock, but something much more powerful was holding it closed. “What are you doing, little Sister?”

      The swarm of pale bodies reared up before Elsa, a wave of rubbery flesh and glowing red eyes. As it began to fall toward her, Elsa flung her arms ahead of her. A pair of glowing sparks flew from her hands and into the mass of bodies.

      The tide recoiled on itself, curling around whatever Elsa had thrown. Al watched in disbelief as the monsters withdrew, vanishing back into the creek.

      The door knob twisted in his hand. Al ran out onto the frosted grass and snatched his sister up. “What happened out there, kiddo?”

      Elsa grinned and put the tip of her finger on her brother’s lips. “We had something of theirs. They just wanted it back.”

      She let Al carry her back to the house, then wriggled out of his arms and headed toward the hallway to her room. “I’m gonna go back to bed,” she said, a weary smile on her face. Al nodded. As his sister disappeared into the darkness, he realized he was sweating, bullets of fear squeezing out of his pores. He’d been afraid of the white things.

      He was terrified of his sister.
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      Joe watched Laralaine drive away, Stevie in the cruiser next to her. He yawned, a reaction that was more nerves than exhaustion. He wanted nothing more than to take Stevie home himself, but he had a much less pleasant drive to make.

      The old truck rumbled up into the hills, hiccuping and backfiring as he crested each rise, tires skidding around every corner. It didn’t want him making this trip. Maybe it was right - he hadn’t been up this way for months, and the last time had not gone well.

      The Black Lodge’s gate was broken open. The heavy timbers were twisted out of true and covered with the white gnaw marks from a past fire.

      Joe threaded the pickup through down the long, dark driveway. Ashes fell from the trees, gray snow shaken out of the trees by the truck’s passing. It clung to Joe’s windshield in greasy splotches that resisted the best efforts of his wipers. By the time he reached the Lodge, the windshield was a smeared mess, and he was forced to drive with his head hanging out the window.

      He left the truck running; no one was going to bother it in the Black Lodge’s driveway. No one but Joe was stupid enough to even be out here.

      The doorway was an open hole in the front of the Lodge, the doors long gone. Leaves had drifted into the darkened entryway, along with gray rivulets of ash. Flames crawled across the top of the heavy wooden portico, lashing at the top of its columns and licking at the blackened roof. The fire had been burning since Joe had come up to the Lodge months ago, hungry flames that never grew any larger or smaller. They chewed and chewed, but they couldn’t devour the Black Lodge.

      Joe stood under the flames, just outside the doorless entryway. “It’s me!” he called, and waited for a response. The Long Man was injured, but he was far from crippled, and Joe didn’t want to set the old bastard off.

      He felt something stir in the back of his head before the Long Man answered him from the darkened depths of the Lodge. “Come in.”

      The Night Marshal brushed the leaves out of his path with the side of his boot, sweeping one foot ahead of him with every step. He still managed to drag a trail of dead vegetation and sticky ash behind him, and found he didn’t give a shit. The place was fallen half to ruin; whatever he did here wasn’t going to change that in any significant way.

      He did remember to keep his head down and his eyes averted from the archways leading off the entry hall. He heard sobbing come from behind one of them, and a tittering laugh from another. The Long Man kept things in his home, personal amusements and old enemies, creatures men were not meant to see. They were prisoners or guests or guardians, nightmare fuel that still haunted Joe’s dreams from the few times he’d caught glimpses of them.

      Joe came at last to the Long Man’s sitting room. It was much as he remembered it, but seemed longer, narrower. The fireplace was cold and dead, an odd counterpoint to the endless fire burning outside the house. The wicked chair, looking ever more like a torture device constructed from twisted rebar and piano wire and bones, dominated the far end of the room. It faced the door, and the Long Man reclined on it, his legs stretched out before him, wrists dangling over its arms.

      The old man smiled at Joe, showing wide, white teeth inside his lips and deep creases outside them. Joe felt something twitch in the back of his head, the connection between the Long Man and him growing stronger as he drew nearer. “Well, then. Welcome back.”

      Joe didn’t for a second believe he was welcome. It was hard to see his boss in the dim lighting, but he didn’t like the shark-like glint in the old man’s eyes. “You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

      A racking cough dragged itself out of the old man. “Bad pennies always turn up. I’m more surprised it took you as long to make your way out here as it did.”

      Joe remembered the weeks of healing, how close he’d been to dying despite the supernatural strength and resilience afforded him by his position and the power he’d stolen from the monster before him. He thought of the dark days when it had seemed easier to wrap his lips around the barrels of his shotgun and open the back of his skull to the sky. He remembered Stevie drawing him back from that ledge, a little more each day, until he was ready to start again.

      And, now, he was back in the dragon’s den, plumbing the same depths that had come so near to killing him and everything he loved.

      “If I had my way, I’d never have stepped through those doors again.”

      Another cough tore itself free from inside the Long Man, mingling with a dry, barking laugh. “You stole what you needed, so why come back?”

      “Something like that.”

      “And now you need something else?”

      Joe grabbed one of the overstuffed horsehair chairs and dragged its cross the cracked stone floor. He stopped a few yards from the Long Man and spun it around so he could straddle it. He rested his chin on the back of the chair and stared at his boss. “Information.”

      “Of course. But I’m not as spry as I once was. What I can tell you is limited.”

      “You haven’t left this house since you moved in. Your knowledge isn’t limited by where you go, so don’t try and bullshit me on this.”

      The Long Man’s bony hand waved Joe’s words away. “You know so much about so many things. Why even bother to ask my opinion?”

      Joe turned his head to the left, then the right, cracking his neck to relieve the tension building there. “Amogen. How’d they get into Pitchfork?”

      The old man’s eyes widened a fraction, but he showed no other signs of interest. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re trying to tell me some big drilling company was able to buy up leases and get their operation going without your say-so?” Joe raised one eyebrow at the Long Man.

      “Contrary to what you may believe, I no longer hold the kind of sway that I once enjoyed here.” The Long Man snapped his fingers, and a glass of golden whiskey appeared in his hand. “Once upon a time, I knew all that happened in this cursed place. But you changed all that when you stole my power for yourself.”

      Joe flinched at the rage that bloomed in the dark space where he kept the power he’d stolen. His connection to the Long Man crackled with hatred that threatened to bury Joe under its intensity. He pushed back, grinding his teeth with the effort. “I did what I needed to do to survive.”

      “You’ve destroyed everything,” the Long Man hissed. “I was so close, so very close and now—”

      “I know how close you were. That’s why I did what I did.” Joe tried not to remember the terrible price he’d paid himself, the pain and the near loss of his own daughter. It was a desperate trick, one that had only just worked. “And it’s why you’re never going to get me under your fucking thumb again. We’re not going to talk about it, either. Now. Amogen.”

      The Long Man’s smile returned. “You know I can feel that other thing inside you. It hates you more than I do. How long do you think you’ll be able to hold this particular tiger by its tail?”

      Joe looked away. The Long Man had a point. The strain of holding onto the Haunter in Darkness was wearing on him. Every day he felt a little thinner, a little more worn through. A time was coming, he knew, when he would have to figure out how to deal with these old fuckers, or they’d break free and tear his mind apart. But that day was not today. “As long as I need to.”

      “Do you ever wonder,” the Long Man sipped his whiskey, “do you ever wonder what would happen if we two mortal enemies worked together? Just for a moment. Just long enough to be done with you.”

      That thought, Joe’s deep unspoken fear that one day both of the strange monsters he held in his head would decide to turn on him rather than constantly seeking advantage over one another, lit a spark of fury in Joe’s heart. He channeled his anger into the darkness where he held those creatures.

      The Long Man’s drink fell from his hand, and his fingers clutched at the empty air. The cords of his neck muscles stood out, and his eyes rolled in their sockets. Curds of yellow foam formed at the edges of his lips, spilling down onto his sweat-stained silk shirt.

      Joe let go of his hate. “Let’s try this again. Amogen. Why are they here?”

      “Gas.” The old man’s hands rubbed at his neck, then at one another, then back to his throat. “There are significant natural gas deposits in Pitchfork. Enough to help me build up my war chest.”

      “That’s bullshit. They aren’t here for natural gas. They’re up to much worse, and you know it.”

      “I don’t.” The Long Man’s voice was weak and halting. “I sold them leases, but that’s all I approved. This county needs the money, the jobs.”

      Joe tried to feel some hint of deception coming from the Long Man, but there was nothing to latch onto. The Long Man’s thoughts were cold and distant and slick as black ice. “Whatever they’re doing, we’ve got new monsters in Pitchfork. They’ve dug into something, and it’s leaking into the water. People are changing.”

      “Accidents happen.” The Long Man shrugged, and his shadow contorted and flared on the wall behind him. “But the Amogen operation is mundane. The people they sent know nothing about Pitchfork’s past or its many secrets.”

      “How do I stop it?”

      Another shrug from the old boss. “I didn’t call you. I have no idea what this thing is. Or even if it is a thing.”

      Joe stood, kicked the chair away. “Oh, it’s a thing. The shit is already hitting the fan down there. I’ve got one dead kid and a feeling we’re about to have a whole lot more.”

      “Then maybe you should be down there investigating instead of spending your time up here, bullying me.”

      Joe knew the Long Man was playing dumb, but he couldn’t figure out why. The old monster was tied to Pitchfork and if all the county’s people turned into monsters and had to be put down, Joe had a distinct feeling that would be the end of the Long Man. There was no profit in letting everything turn to shit.

      “If you’re trying to teach me a lesson, it won’t work. I’m too dense for subtlety.” Joe hooked his thumbs into his belt. “If I find out you knew about this and didn’t tell me…”

      “You’ll come up here and kill me?” The Long Man beckoned at Joe with one thin finger. “Just come over here and do it, then. I’m bored with waiting for you to make good on that promise.”

      Joe smiled, a sharp, hard flash of teeth. “No one gets out of here that easy. I still need you.”

      The Long Man snorted a derisive laugh. “Of course you do.”

      “But, one day, I won’t.” Joe sent a jolt of hate down the connection to the Long Man and felt good about the look of pain on the old fart’s face. “If you keep holding out on me, there’s a good chance that day is going to come around sooner rather than later.”

      “Promises, promises,” the Long Man muttered. “You should learn to think around your prejudices against me. Those monsters you’ve seen, are you so sure they’re the problem?”

      Joe knew better than to let the Long Man’s words twist him up. The bastard had a strong gift for turning his thoughts sideways. “If you think of anything useful, call me.”

      Joe turned his back on the Long Man and stomped back out of the house. He heard his boss’s words drift to him, little more than a whisper. “I’ve got your number.”
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      Joe loaded his plate with bacon and sausage, then topped the stack with a runny egg he rescued from the frying pan before Stevie could cook it to death. “Thanks for the fuel,” he said, and kissed his wife on the cheek.

      He hadn’t slept, and his time with the Long Man had proved far more exhausting than he’d anticipated. He needed protein and coffee, and lots of both. Joe took his plate to the table and slid into his seat.

      Stevie let him get a few bites in before she took up her seat and dropped a stack of toast in front of him. Joe grabbed a slice and used it to mop up the yolk.

      “Learn anything?”

      Joe shook his head. “Not really.” He swallowed a big bite of toast. “He’s still an asshole. Maybe more than before. But I don’t think he knows shit. Even if he did, he wouldn’t tell me a fucking thing after what happened between us. Old monster holds a grudge.”

      Stevie snatched a scrap of bacon off Joe’s plate and popped it into her mouth. “What now?”

      Joe took another bite, tried to come up with a good answer. The truth was he didn’t know what came next. “It’s Amogen. I’m sure of that from what we saw. Guess I burn ‘em out.”

      Stevie reached for another slice of bacon, but Joe warded her off with his fork. “Get your own damned food.”

      She sighed and shoved her chair back. “You want another egg?”

      “Two,” Joe said. “Don’t cook ‘em hard.”

      “Fine.” Stevie turned on the burner under the frying pan again and snacked on a piece of bacon. She sliced off a cube of butter and dropped it into the pan. “You sure going to war with Amogen is going to solve this?”

      Joe took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Do I think it will clean up our water? No. I’m still not sure what to do about that. Or if there’s anything I can do about it. But driving those corporate assholes out of Pitchfork will stop shit from getting any worse.”

      Stevie cracked a pair of eggs into the frying pan, flicked the shells into the empty carton. “You kick that hornet’s nest, it’ll call in an airstrike. Right on top of your pointy little head.”

      Joe swiped up the last of the egg yolk from his plate with the edge of his toast. “You’re very optimistic.”

      Stevie swirled the skillet and sloshed sizzling butter over the frying eggs. “This isn’t busting up a pack of meth dealers or knocking down some inbred cult. Amogen isn’t just here. They’re huge. Their operation here is one, tiny piece of their outfit. You start fucking with that, they’re going to send in a whole pack of outsiders to see what’s up in our neck of the woods.”

      Silence thickened in the kitchen. Stevie brought the skillet to the table and scooped the still-sizzling eggs onto Joe’s plate. He smiled up at his wife and hooked an arm around her waist. “Outsiders are going to come no matter what I do. The camel has its nose in the tent now. All I can do is hurt it bad enough that it decides to go look for somewhere else to park its ass.”

      “Camels are stubborn.” Stevie returned the pan to the stove. “And they bite.”

      Joe skewered a sausage on his fork. “I can’t just let them do whatever they want. We’re going to end up with half the county crazy and the other half dead.”

      Stevie raised both hands in surrender. “I’m not telling you to do nothing, but you need to be careful with this. It’s not just the corporation I’m worried about.”

      “What else is eating you?”

      Joe watched his wife’s eyes, the way they searched his face for something before she spoke. “Whatever else they’re doing, that company has done some good for Pitchfork. Jobs. Money. Opportunity.”

      His words caught in his throat. He had to try twice before he could get them out past his surprise. “You think they’re good for Pitchfork? Their shit almost killed us. It did kill Ben Ames. It made some teenager flip the fuck out and try to kill a waitress. If I hadn’t come along, he’d be dead right now, and so would the sheriff and a couple of her deputies. How can that be good for anyone?”

      Stevie snatched another slice of bacon, narrowly avoiding Joe’s fork. “You make it sound so clear cut. But that company has brought jobs here. Good jobs. People in Pitchfork have money again. They have hope. What happens if you blow all that away?”

      Joe scowled. “I’d never be able to do my job if I worried about shit like that.”

      “You ever think that is part of your job? What good is it to drive out all the evil in Pitchfork if you end up driving out all the people who live here, too?”

      Joe finished off the last of the eggs and grabbed the last piece of bacon before Stevie could claim it. “What do you want me to do, Stevie? Go down there and ask if they could please pack up their special evil drills and leave the rest of them here so we can keep our jobs?”

      “Nice.” Stevie shoved back from the table. “We’ve talked about this. The way you used to do things isn’t going to keep working. You can’t just shoot every problem in the face.”

      “Come on.” Joe cleared his plate from the table and took it to the sink. “I don’t want to fight about this. But you know as well as I do that assholes like this don’t listen to reason. The only way to stop what they’re up to is to drive them out.”

      “Whatever you decide, I’ll support you.” Stevie took Joe’s hands in her own. “I just want you to think about what you’re doing. Make a decision, and then act. Don’t kick off a fight just because it’s what you’re used to doing.”

      Joe squeezed Stevie’s hands. The pain in her eyes killed his smartass response before it could reach his lips. He could see himself reflected in there and understood what she was asking. His choices were far from simple, and he couldn’t see the end of the roads they’d take him down.

      “You’re right. I have to decide.”

      He just hoped his choices didn’t destroy everything he was trying to save.
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      Monday morning found Joe hunkered behind the wheel of his truck, face hidden below the brim of his Stetson. He needed information, and he reckoned the best place to get it was from folks he knew. Near as Joe could tell, half the men in Pitchfork worked for Amogen now, he just had to find a few of them and see what he could shake loose.

      Work crews had filled up their trucks at the Flying J the last time Joe was there, it was a good bet they’d be at the pumps again. There was an empty parking spot well back from the restaurant, and Joe backed the pickup into it and left the old motor chugging to keep the heater blowing. January in Pitchfork was cold and getting colder every year. People in other parts of the country bitched about global warming, but there was none of that going on in this neck of the woods. Joe sipped the cup of tongue-scorching coffee he’d brewed at home. “Come on, assholes. Let’s get this started.”

      It was close to eight before the first trucks rolled into the lot and eased up to the gas pumps. The crews spilled out, three guys from each truck, slapping their thighs and swinging their arms against the morning chill. The drivers worked the pumps while the others headed inside to get coffee, doughnuts, cigarettes, or whatever else they needed to get through the day.

      Joe threw the truck into gear and rolled up to an empty pump near the Amogen crews. The drivers looked bored and tired, their hard hats hiding their faces in deep shadow. Joe hopped out of the truck and nodded to the men, trying to get a read on them. “How’s the drilling?” he asked one of the drivers.

      The guy, short and solid, shrugged. “It’s a living. Wish it wasn’t so fucking cold up in those hills.”

      Joe laughed, gave the guy an agreeable nod. “I hear that. Seems like it gets colder every year.”

      One of the drivers chimed in. “Maybe it’s just our bones getting older.”

      They all had a good laugh at that, and Joe found himself warming to the working stiffs. They were just good old boys doing what they could to make ends meet. He almost felt bad about questioning them. Almost. “Gotta be better than working nights, am I right?”

      That didn’t draw any chuckles or rueful smiles. It did get him suspicious glances. The oldest of the drivers shrugged. “We don’t work nights.”

      Joe didn’t like it when peopled lied to him. His opinion of the three truck drivers dropped a few notches. “Really? Because someone’s been drilling at night. I see the lights sometimes, when I’m out driving.”

      More glances, this time directed at one another. The drivers did not like where this was headed. “You’d have to ask someone else about that. We’re day crew.”

      Joe rubbed his chin and raised his head, letting the sun fall across his face. “Care to point me toward the night crew?”

      He saw the lights of recognition flare in the shortest driver’s eyes. “Ah, shit. We gotta go.”

      Joe’s grin was wrapped in barbed wire. “Hey, we’re just having a friendly chat here.”

      The short guy fidgeted with his keys. The other drivers were moving back from him, unsure of what they should do. “Jesus, Marshal. We got nothin’ bad to say about the company.”

      Joe nodded, leaned back against his truck. “I’m not trying to hassle you boys. Just looking into some things.”

      The tall driver squared his shoulders and stepped up to the pump Joe was using. “What kind of things? Because I’m guessing it’s none of your goddamned business.”

      Joe raised his hands again, palms out. “Hey, big guy, don’t get your tighty-whiteys wedged in. I’m just doing my job.”

      The short guy could feel trouble in the air, gathering around their little group like the static wave running ahead of a lightning strike. “We need to go. We’re gonna be late.”

      Joe’s pump chugged to a halt. He pulled the nozzle out of the old truck and aimed it in the general direction of the drivers. “Last chance. I’m trying to play nice, but it’s kinda boring. First one to tell me something juicy about your bosses gets a prize.”

      The balance of power took a dramatic shift as the rest of the drill crews returned and the odds went from three to one, which Joe felt more than comfortable with, to nine to one. At the very least, things were liable to get a lot noisier if he pushed it. “What’s going on?” asked one of the newcomers.

      “I was just asking your boys here if they’d heard any good stories about the night crew.” Joe shrugged, and his jacket fell open, revealing the Night Marshal’s badge pinned to his flannel shirt. “We were just getting to the good part.”

      The new guy, tattoos spilling over the collar of his coat, up the sides of his neck, and wrapping around his fists like inky chains, shook his head. “Nobody’s got shit to say to you. We got good jobs. Don’t rock the boat.”

      Joe’s fingers squeezed on the gas nozzle. He shifted his attention to the new guy, and the nozzle’s black eye did, as well. “You hear what happened here the other day? That kid freaked out and mauled the waitress? That was you, gentlemen.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You think so?” Joe shrugged. “Let me put it this way, I wouldn’t drink any of the water in this county for the next decade or so.”

      That triggered a prolonged bout of guilty fidgeting. “That’s just anti-fracker propaganda, man. We’re careful. We live here, why’d we want to fuck things up?”

      Joe squeezed the nozzle a little tighter, releasing an amber drizzle into the frigid morning wind. “People look the other way where money’s concerned. You said it yourself - good jobs, good pay, no hassle. Given how shitty things have been around here for the last while, I bet that’s worth looking the other way.”

      Tattoos stepped closer, but kept his hands out and open. He pitched his voice low, trying to keep his words private. “Man, I don’t know what you’re doing, but you cannot fuck this for us. What happens to us, to our families, if you blow this thing up?”

      Joe leaned in as well, honoring the man’s wish for privacy. “Man, I don’t know what to tell you. How do you think this works out for your families if that shit you’re pumping into the ground gives your kids cancer and turns your faucets into flamethrowers?”

      The guy looked back at the gathered drillers, gave them a “be cool” nod. “I know you, okay, Marshal? Environmental shit ain’t your bag. Why you want to go and wreck a good thing?”

      “If I’m here, maybe it’s just a little more than some chemicals in the groundwater, right? I can’t tell you what all is going on, but this is going to go very, very poorly for a lot of people if I don’t get a handle on it.” Joe slammed the nozzle back in the pump, and all the drivers jerked back. “You’re all good guys, right? So do the right thing, and tell me what the hell your bosses are up to so I can shut it down before anyone else dies.”

      Tattoos looked off past Joe. “We got nothin’, man. We do what we’re told, drill, pump the gas out. You want anything else, you’re going to need to go excavating in someone else’s asshole.”

      This is what I get for trying to be the nice guy, Joe thought. He ground his teeth but said nothing as the drillers backed away and loaded up into their trucks. He watched them drive off, then climbed into his own truck. He fired up the engine and tried to warm his hands in the heater’s feeble efforts.

      “Guess I’ll have to climb up the tree a little bit before I start shaking it.” He threw the truck into gear and headed onto the highway.
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      Stevie steered the Rambler into Ironton. She’d left Al and Elsa at the house, her son playing the guitar while his little sister focused painstaking attention on her coloring books. The kids seemed a little quieter than usual, but Stevie was too distracted to worry about that. She had a big job ahead of her, one that she wasn’t sure she could pull off. She was starting to think that Joe had it much easier than she did these days.

      When she’d turned her back on her mother’s power, she’d also turned her back on the title of Bog Witch. Stevie’s mother hadn’t just been the most powerful witch in Pitchfork, she’d been the supernatural shot-caller for a whole sprawling network of other witches. In the years since Stevie had abandoned her position, no one else had stepped up. The witches tried to run things by committee, which led to years of overall decline and infighting. Stevie needed that shit to stop.

      Which meant she had to stop it.

      The Breakfast Nook was a diner that had been old when Ironton was still young, a holdover from a different era. Now it was less of a nook and more of a chimera of rooms nailed together as the town grew around it. Stevie hadn’t been to the place for years, and it had grown ever larger in her absence. Despite its size, the place was mostly abandoned today - that, at least, hadn’t changed. Most everyone in Pitchfork knew who met at the Breakfast Nook, and very few of them wanted to break bread with a coven.

      Stevie slammed the Rambler’s brakes, bringing the wagon to a rocking stop in front of the Nook’s front door. She hopped out and stomped up the steps, hoping she looked more confident than she felt. These women had more reason to hate her than anyone in her life. She’d turned her back on her mother’s legacy, left them without a leader, then shacked up with the the county’s number one witch hunter. That chain of events hadn’t earned her much goodwill among the witches.

      Fortunately, she hadn’t come to make friends.

      Stevie flicked her fingers at the top of the Nook’s front door, muffling the bell with a simple hex. She slipped in the entrance and found the front of the restaurant was empty; even the waitstaff was missing. Stevie could hear raised voices and feel the crackling energy of restrained witchcraft coming from the back of the restaurant. It seemed that none of the ladies had calmed down since Stevie’s last conclave.

      She braced herself for the worst and walked toward the meeting, letting her footsteps bang against the wooden floor. By the time she’d made her way across the restaurant to the backroom’s threshold, the witches had gone silent. They stared at her, eyes wide, mouths pursed into disapproving frowns.

      The twelve of them ran the gamut of ages. Mildred Hackthorn was the oldest, well past the century mark, but there was a new face as well, a witch who wasn’t quite old enough to vote, judging by her appearance. But they all shared the same bitter faces, the same angry stare aimed in Stevie’s direction.

      Mildred’s face wrinkled into deep canyons around the narrow gash of her mouth as she twisted her lips to throw hateful words at Stevie. “What’re ya doin’ here?”

      Stevie squared her shoulders and jammed her thumbs into the front pockets of her jeans. She didn’t have time to finesse this. She needed the rest of Pitchfork’s fractured supernatural community in order, and she needed it to happen today. “I’ve come for my seat.”

      Ryann Weir, a witch only a few years older than Stevie, scoffed at that. “You don’t have a seat at this table. You gave that up long ago.”

      Stevie shot the witch a smile cold enough to cause frostbite. “I am the Bog Witch. You would dare to deny me my rightful position?”

      Mildred’s voice was a gravelly growl. “Ya think that still holds? Yer husband is the Night Marshal. Ye’re no more the Bog Witch than that little monster girl you shat out.”

      Stevie crossed the threshold. Shadows gathered around her eyes, thick and roiling like storm clouds. She leaned forward and pressed her index finger against the old wooden table.

      A jagged line or electric blue power burst from her fingertip. It kicked up smoking splinters as it crackled across the table and stopped, vibrating with restrained force, in front of Mildred. “You challenge my right to sit at this table?”

      Mildred started to rise from her seat, hands clawed before her as she gathered her strength.

      Stevie’s smile never wavered, even as the shadows drooled from her blackened eye sockets and flowed across the floor like an ebony fog. The stink of the swamp filled the room, and unseen crickets chirped in counterpoint to the bass croaks of bullfrogs. The other witches grimaced as they felt Stevie pulling on their strength, draining away their magic and hoarding it for herself.

      Several witches, including the youngest, tried to resist Stevie. They threw themselves against her strength and struggled to pull their own powers back from her. But the Bog Witch had hooks that went deep into Pitchfork County and a hunger that none could deny. Generations of Stevie’s family had cemented the primacy of that position.

      For the first time since inheriting her mother’s dark title, Stevie let her strength unfurl like great, black wings. “Y’all have forgotten your manners while I was gone.”

      A bottomless black shadow fell across the table, and all the witches, those who had sworn fealty to the Bog Witch in years past and those whose forbears had done the same, averted their eyes from Stevie’s terrible power.

      Stevie stared down at those sitting at the table and realized how Joe felt. This power, the fear others felt for her, shot through her like a heroin rush. How easy it would be to reach out, to hurt one of these arrogant witches and drink in the fear.

      Instead, she drew in a shuddering breath and pulled her power back along with it. The fog dissipated, and the shadows retreated into her eyes, leaving the other witches to pant and clutch at the table for support.

      “Well, well,” Mildred laughed, her chuckle as dry and brittle as dead twigs, “it seems our Bog Witch has returned.”

      Stevie flopped down in the chair at the head of the table and slung her leg over its arm rest.  She curled her fingers and rested her chin against the knuckles of her left hand. “That I have. Are we going to have any more trouble, or can I speak?”

      “Speak all ya want, sweetie, it don’t mean a damned thing to any of us. Ya left us all to rot, now ya think ya can breeze back in and start barkin’ orders?” Mildred smiled, a grandmother’s warm mouth under murderous eyes. “Strength is only part of what that title carries. The other half is responsibility, and ye’re a damned poor example of that.”

      Stevie didn’t let the old woman cow her. She kept her eyes on Mildred. “I did what I had to do to protect myself and my unborn daughter. I don’t expect you to agree with that, crone, but I will not be judged by you.”

      Mildred snorted and lifted her coffee mug to her face with both shaking hands. She looked like an errant breeze might be enough to knock her over, but Stevie was very wary of that one. Mildred had taught her mother much about witchcraft, and she was as cunning as a two-headed snake. “I’m too old to judge anyone, but if ya think we’re gonna just take yer word for anything, ye’re mistaken.”

      Stevie unfolded from her chair and left the backroom. She could hear her mother’s taunting words in her ears, calling her weak, unfit to lead. And maybe her mother was right. The old Bog Witch would have skinned Mildred alive and nailed her hide to the table as a reminder to the others of what happened to those who got too lippy. But Stevie wasn’t that kind of witch. She wanted to heal the Conclave, bring all thirteen of Pitchfork’s most powerful witches together against a common enemy. An enemy she’d show them.

      The Breakfast Nook’s little kitchen was the one part of the restaurant that hadn’t been expanded over the years. It was small and cramped, its walls were crowded with stoves and ovens and the ceiling was festooned with dangling pots and pans. Stevie found a heavy plastic pitcher in the industrial washer and filled it with water from the sink. She shifted her sight into the supernatural spectrum as the water poured into the pitcher and was at once relieved and disgusted to see the black threads in the water even here in town. It wasn’t the same level of contamination as she’d seen back at the house, but it was enough to make her point.

      She brought the pitcher back into the back room and slammed it down onto the table hard enough to send droplets splashing out its top. The other witches stared at Stevie with blank eyes, waiting for her to prove her point. “This is our problem.”

      “Water?” Mildren cackled. “That’s filled yer bonnet with bees?”

      Stevie kept her brittle smile plastered in place. She clenched her fist over the pitcher and pulled with her sorcerous strength. The black threads twitched against her grip, writhing like dying worms. Touching them with her magic made Stevie want to puke, but she kept smiling through the nausea. “It’s what’s in the water, you stupid old bitch.”

      Stevie didn’t look at the pitcher, but she could tell her plan was working by the disgusted gasps from the other witches. She fed some of her strength into the parasite, letting it grow until it was the size of a football. It floated in the air over the table, a snarled shadow that lashed out with dark tendrils.

      “This shit is all over Pitchfork. The water is tainted with it, and anyone who has a well risks being infected with it.” Stevie raised her hands, and the parasite floated higher into the air. It reached for the witches, battering itself against Stevie’s grip in a desperate bid to find a host. “We need to cleanse this county.”

      The other witches watched Stevie with expectant eyes. They knew she was asking for big work, the kind of coordinated witchcraft none of them had done for years, if ever. There was a risk for all of them because if the work went sideways they would all pay the price. Witches had died undertaking projects much smaller than what Stevie proposed.

      “We need to work together on this, ladies.” Stevie fed the parasite, and it grew even larger. It became a jagged cloud hovering over the table, held from the witches by Stevie’s strength. “Because if we don’t, this whole county is going to fall to madness.”

      Mildred raised one bushy eyebrow at Stevie. “Ya expect us to tie our power to yers, all to clean up some mess ya may’ve made yerself?”

      Stevie reached out through the connection she shared with Mildred and pinned the older witch in place. She eased the parasite toward the old woman. Strokes of black shadow lightning stretched toward Mildred, whose eyes bulged like a bullfrog’s at the parasite’s approach.

      One midnight tentacle found its way to Mildred’s left nostril. It flickered around the edge of the hole, held in check only by Stevie’s will. She could feel the parasite’s need to find a host, its desperation to be out of the air and into warm, yielding flesh. “I see y’all need some convincing.”

      Stevie released the parasite.
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      Joe followed the help-wanted signs to the main Amogen office. The company had set up shop in the old Pea Ridge Mine headquarters, supplementing the rusted steel buildings there with a trio of shiny black-and-red trailers. The whole place was hunkered down at the end of a narrow valley, its walls scooped out to make room for the buildings. A bare dirt parking lot to the east of the buildings was filled with a collection of new trucks, proof that the place was bringing money into the county. To the West was an empty lot that Joe imagined was meant for the Amogen-branded pickups and yellow drill rigs he’d seen heading out to work on his way in. Behind all of the new construction, Joe could see the ghost of the abandoned mine’s elevator tower perched on a small hill. Below that, he knew, lay a maze of unstable tunnels and the restless specters of dead miners lost to the hubris of greedy operators and falling stones.

      He toyed with the idea of just blowing past the guard shack, but didn’t feel like having some trigger-happy security goon taking shots at the back of his head and driving through the shack didn’t seem like something the new, friendlier Joe should do. He slowed the pickup to a crawl a few yards from the small building and a black-clad guard came down the building’s stairs to meet him. A second guard, assault rifle at the ready, came out to cover the first. Joe could feel the weapon’s muzzle tracking him, ready to send a deadly burst in his direction if he got squirrelly.

      Joe rolled down the window and nodded to the first guard. “Morning,” he offered.

      “What’s your business here?” The guard stood a few feet back from Joe’s truck, hand hovering near the butt of his oversized pistol.

      “Just wanted to have a chat with the boss.” Joe thought about smiling, but figured that might be pushing it. The last thing he wanted was these trigger-happy dickweeds getting the idea he was being a smartass.

      “Got an appointment?”

      “Nah. I can just hang out until the big man’s free.” He smiled at the guard, a slight quirk of his lips to let the guy know that he wasn’t going to be that easy to get rid of. He pointed to the empty parking lot. “I’ll park it over there and wait until he’s ready to see me.”

      The guard frowned. “Nobody sees the boss without an appointment.”

      “That’s too bad.” Joe threw the truck into reverse and eased off the clutch, letting it roll back up the hill at a snail’s pace. “I guess I’ll go talk to someone else about how your drilling is fucking up the county’s water. Maybe just drive on into St. Louis, talk to one of those nosy television journalist types.”

      The guard stiffened at that. Joe didn’t know how much these assholes knew about the day-to-day operations of their outfit, but anyone associated with fracking knew all about the blowback potential of tainted water problems. The guard raised his hand. “Hold on. Let me make a call. Just stay where you are.”

      The guard disappeared back into the shack, but his buddy stayed outside, rifle pointed in Joe’s general direction. Joe wondered if he might have pushed a little too hard. Maybe they’d figure it was easier to disappear him than have to worry about a shakedown. He drummed his fingers on the truck’s steering wheel and kept his eye on the guard.

      After a few minutes, during which Joe’d decided to just floor the accelerator and run the rifleman down if he looked like he was going to take a shot, the first guard reappeared. He stood on the stairs next to his buddy and waved Joe forward.

      Joe eased up to the shack, and the guard came down to meet him. “Follow the road up to the first trailer. Wait outside until someone comes to get you.”

      The guard didn’t wait for Joe’s response, turning on his heel and heading back up the stairs to the guard shack as soon as the last word was over his lips. Joe did as he was told, driving the hundred yards up to the first trailer. He killed the truck and sat in the cab, rubbing his cold hands as the winter’s chill settled into his bones. He was just about to start the truck to get the heat going again when the trailer’s door banged open.

      A slight young woman appeared in the doorway, waving him in. Joe slid out of the pickup and slammed the door. He glanced back at the shotgun in its rack and sighed. Going around unarmed was starting to get on his nerves.

      “Glad your boss could see me on such short notice,” he started, but the young woman’s hard smile killed his words. “Unless you are the boss.”

      Her smile didn’t waver, but Joe could see a glint of anger in the woman’s dark eyes and knew he’d already kicked himself in the ass. “Follow me.”

      She turned her back on Joe and headed deeper into the trailer, her boots coming down with hollow thumps on the plywood floor. He followed her down a narrow hall to the last door on the left. She skirted around the edge of a desk piled high with paperwork and core samples, throwing herself down into a rickety office chair that squeaked under even her light weight. “Please to have a seat,” she gestured to a small folding chair overflowing with manila folders. “The papers can go on the floor.”

      Joe scooped up the stack of paperwork, careful not to spill any loose sheets. He stacked the folders on the floor next to her desk, hoping the extra support would keep them from slopping out everywhere. “Looks like you’re outgrowing this place,” he said.

      “Growth is good,” she shrugged and continued with an accent that Joe couldn’t place. Outsiders reminded him that the world was much, much bigger than Pitchfork and made him wonder just what he’d missed while he’d been trapped here for most of his life. “You’re having water problems, is it?”

      Joe leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his thighs. “Do you know who I am?”

      “You’re a troublemaker, the sheriff tells me.” Her smile was gone. “You’ve been where you shouldn’t, Mr. Hark.”

      He shrugged. “And you are?”

      “Pari Chatterjee, operations manager for Amogen Energy.” She leaned forward and rested her clasped hands on the desk between them. “I am very busy, so this should hurry. What is your complaint, please?”

      “Pitchfork isn’t like other places.” Joe could see her face hardening further. “This isn’t about quality of life or any of that happy horseshit, Chatterjee. You go poking holes in the ground around here, there’s no telling what’s going to come crawling out of them.”

      “You’re talking nonsense. Your water has what problems?”

      “Whatever Amogen’s doing has contaminated the water in Pitchfork. My well water, but others, too. It’s making people sick.”

      “Our office can take your complaints.” Pari brushed her black hair out of her eyes. “But you mentioned TV?”

      “You have to stop drilling. Now.” Joe needed to make this woman understand the harm she was doing. “People are going to get killed.”

      “You are threatening me?” The idea didn’t seem to bother Pari as near as Joe could tell. His words had stiffened her spine, but she looked ready to fight, not flee.

      “You’re the one threatening me,” Joe replied. “What you’re doing has hurt my family. If you don’t stop, you’re going to hurt a lot of people.”

      “We do tests.” Pari waved her hand dismissively. “Our operation hurts no one. The water toxicity levels are well within your government’s parameters.”

      Joe had the hardest time with people like Pari and Laralaine. They saw the world as a logical, orderly place. They had explanations and scientific theories for everything. Making them understand the world of spooks and monsters was difficult, sometimes impossible. Show them a goddamned zombie, and they’d start going on about post-mortem reflexes. “You’re testing for the wrong things. You have to understand—”

      “I understand. Your understanding is bad. We have all the permits. The rules we follow. Our office will take your complaints.” Pari stood and offered a hand to Joe. “Thank you for coming, but my work waits. I have to prepare for meetings with investors.”

      Joe stood up and took her dark hand. Her grip was strong, unyielding. “Thank you for meeting with me, but I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to tell you.”

      “My English is fine,” she said, defensively. “I will get you forms for your complaint.”

      Joe didn’t let go of her hand. “I can’t let you keep making a mess in my county.”

      She twisted her hand out of his grasp and glared at Joe. “You cannot stop what we do here. We have all the papers. We follow the rules.”

      “I’m not going to stand by while you get people killed.” Joe felt like a bully talking to Pari. She was at least a foot shorter than him, and he had a solid hundred pounds on her. Despite that, she stood her ground.

      “We are bigger than you, my company.” She stepped in until she was only an inch from Joe. “If you try to stop us, we will do everything to stop you.”

      “I guess the sheriff didn’t tell you I don’t scare easy.”

      “Stay out of our way.”

      “Or what? You’re going to send some more assholes over to my house to hassle me? I won’t be so nice to the next set.”

      “I have no idea what you’re saying. I have sent no one to your house.”

      Joe saw the cracks in her armor. She thought she was in charge, but someone else was jerking the leashes around here. “A welcoming committee came by to warn me off. If you didn’t send them, who did?”

      Pari frowned. “Someone pushes your leg. No one from Amogen has been to your house.”

      Joe shrugged. “They were driving one of your trucks. They said they were from your company. You sure you really know what’s going on here?”

      “I manage this operation. I know what all of my people are doing here.” But her eyes said she was unsure, and Joe decided to step on that insecurity.

      “I know how big companies work. Maybe your boss just forgot to tell you he was handling some things, calling some shots without clearing them through you. It happens.” He shrugged.

      “The shots are mine.” She motioned to the door. “Let me show you to your truck.”

      Joe let Pari lead him out of the office. He was sure she didn’t know what the hell her company was really up to. She was a no-nonsense engineering type. Her world was all numbers and data crunched down by complex algorithms to their most profitable outcome.

      But she was also not the only one moving pieces around Pitchfork’s board. There was someone else out there in the shadows, someone who knew what the hell they were doing. Joe reckoned that person was going to be very different from Pari and much, much more dangerous. He just had to find that person.

      At the trailer’s door, Joe stopped. “Look, I don’t doubt that you’ve got a handle on your people here. But someone else is pushing buttons, and I don’t think you’d like what they’re doing in your company’s name. You figure out who sent people out to shake me down, why don’t you give me a call?”

      “My business is mine.”

      “Even so.” Joe told Pari his phone number, then repeated it. “You can get hold of me there. Leave a message if I don’t answer.”

      “I don’t need your number.”

      But as Joe pulled away, he could see Pari in his rearview, scribbling something in a little notebook.

      “Don’t wait too long to call, boss woman.” Joe whispered. “I got a feeling we’re real short on time.”
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      Mildred’s eyes brimmed with tears as the parasite’s tentacle probed the inside edges of her nostril, fluttering, tasting, like the forked tongue of a serpent. She tried to wrench her head to the side, but Stevie’s sorcery held her fast.

      “This is what the people of Pitchfork feel like when the dark comes for them.” Stevie gave the parasite a little more slack in the leash of power she’d wrapped around it, and it slid farther into Mildred’s nostrils. “Helpless. Terrified.”

      The gathered witches gasped as Stevie tore their power from them, siphoning their strength through the ages-old bond between the Bog Witch and the coven that served her. For one endless moment, she held them powerless and afraid. “This monstrosity will destroy you, just as it’s destroyed countless others before you. It will consume your strength and turn you against one another. You’re just as powerless as anyone else in Pitchfork where this is concerned.”

      Stevie felt their terror as the truth of her words sank in. She made them understand the reality of their deaths, and they quaked with fear before her.

      Then she showed them the way to live.

      The threads of their witchcraft were Stevie’s to command. She wrapped them together, forming a thrumming cord of enchantment that bound them to one another, and to Stevie.

      Their combined power was more than a match for the parasite. As one, they pulled it away from Mildred and wrapped it in chains forged from their will. Stevie guided them without words, using their magic to compress the creature, forcing it into a smaller and smaller ball, until it was nothing more than a black pearl floating above the table.

      “Together, we can cleanse this monstrosity from Pitchfork. We can purge its taint from the water and heal our people.” Stevie drew a deep breath. She knew she was asking a lot from these women who barely knew her and had no reason to trust what she was telling them. She could demand they do this, but that was the way of her mother. Stevie wanted them on her side, but she wanted them to want it as well. “Will you do this with me?”

      The youngest witch nodded, her eyes filled with amazement at what Stevie had shown her. “I am Rae, and my power is yours to command.”

      The other witches mumbled and glanced at one another. Stevie could feel her influence slipping off their shoulders. She was losing them.

      “If ya ever try and cram somethin’ in my nose again, I’ll gut ya like a fish.” Mildred’s voice was harsh and bitter, the cawing of an angry crow. “But my name is Mildred, and my power is yours to command.”

      A middle-aged witch with an oversized stocking cap pulled down tight over a mass of unruly red hair slapped her hand on the table. “I am Cass, and my power is yours to command.”

      Stevie felt her heart leap in her chest. One after another, the witches slapped their hands upon the table and swore their fealty. When the last name had sworn, Stevie let the darkness fall from the air, and back into the pitcher of water.

      “We are joined against our common enemy.” Stevie slammed her fist onto the table so hard the pitcher jumped a full inch. “Let’s break some shit.”
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      Joe drove until the Amogen headquarters was out of sight, then hooked a right onto an old mining road. He backed the truck up until it was mostly hidden by scrubby pines, and waited. He’d shaken the tree, now it was time to see what fell out.

      Twenty minutes later, he saw Pari Chatterjee fly past his hiding spot. She was hunched over the wheel of a gray Prius, hanging on for dear life as the little car bounced and skidded along the rutted, gravel road.

      Joe waited for a few minutes, then pulled out. He wasn’t worried about losing her; if Pari tried to take her little toy car onto one of the mining roads, she’d end up swallowed by a pothole or hung up in a washout. She had to be heading for the highway, and it didn’t look like she was worried about attracting attention the way she was driving. Joe reckoned she was heading to wherever her bosses were hanging out to pitch a fit about having her authority usurped.

      He caught up with her a few miles later on 185. Pari was blasting along as fast as her little hybrid would take her, passing semis and SUVs like they were standing still. Joe didn’t have to stick close to her, he could see the disturbance she was causing from a a quarter mile back. She kept up the breakneck pace until she hit Sullivan, then slowed to the legal limit. Joe followed her to a truck stop and watched her pump gas while yelling into her cell phone. She didn’t even notice when he pulled up a few pumps down and filled the truck’s tank. He wasn’t sure where Pari was going, but he had a feeling it would be enlightening.

      Pari led Joe from Sullivan up 185 to New Haven, then hooked northwest onto 100. They crossed the Missouri River, passing through one little town after another before hitting I-70 and taking that west.  It was early afternoon when Joe realized he was following the operations manager to a riverboat casino. The stationary boats dotted Missouri’s waterfront real estate, giving down-on-their-luck residents places to blow their Social Security and unemployment checks in hopes of hitting it big and escaping the shit their lives had become. Joe hated the places and the false hope they sold.

      The Prius screeched into an empty parking spot. Pari threw herself out of the car while it still rocked from the sudden stop and slammed the car’s door. Joe eased into a spot between a pair of SUVs. He watched as Pari stormed across the parking lot and marched up the gangplank to the casino. He gave her a few minutes’ head start, then followed.

      The riverboat wasn’t huge, but it was packed with gamblers of all stripes. Joe rubbed shoulders with Harley riders still coated in road dust only to find himself in the midst of a cluster of bored high-dollar escorts a moment later. He slipped past suited executives hollering at their dice as well as hungry twentysomethings looking for a score. He found Pari the same way he’d followed her on the highway - by following the trail of angry people left in her wake.

      The trail led him to the boat’s upper deck, where high-stakes gamblers threw away more money on one throw of the dice than all the people in Pitchfork earned in a year. She was across the deck, standing at a table surrounded by older men, all looking bored or irritated at her intrusion. Her temper hadn’t let up in the three hours it had taken to reach the casino, and Joe could hear her raised voice competing with the casino’s background music and the hollering excitement and frustration of other gamblers.

      Joe took a seat at a bar where he could watch the scene without drawing attention to himself. He ordered a Jack and Coke, hold the whiskey, and drank the carbonated sugar water while Pari had it out with her bosses. Joe felt bad for setting the operations manager off, but he didn’t have time to fuck around. Every hour that passed with the drills running was another hour that shit was being pumped into Pitchfork County. He didn’t know how long it would be before that crap infected another batch of little boys or turned someone else into a mindless killer.

      One of the men bore the brunt of Pari’s abuse. Seated, he was about the same height as she was standing, and looked a little younger than the rest of his cronies. He endured her shouting with stoic calm until, a few minutes into the tirade, he turned his head a hair toward Pari and flicked his fingers in her direction.

      Joe saw a flash of deep-blue light, and Pari’s mouth snapped shut. “Well, then,” he muttered. His badge felt hot where it was pinned between the heavy leather of his duster and his flannel shirt. Any doubts he’d had about someone with dark knowledge being behind this evaporated.

      To get a sense of what he was really facing, Joe shifted his perception to the supernatural. His stomach lurched as his vision shifted between worlds and he saw the ugly truth behind the facade around him.

      The whole casino grew darker, the light became murky and stark. Black hole shadows, penetrated only by gleaming white eyes and flashing silver teeth, lurked in the corners. Demonic forms drifted into view, hunkered down at the elbows of gamblers, whispering dark encouragement as men and women fed themselves to the casino, a dollar at a time. It was easy to see which creatures were the most powerful, as their dark auras stung Joe’s eyes with their intensity.

      He focused on Pari’s bosses and felt his stomach sink. The auras around the men merged into a blazing umbrella of arcane power. Their strength was greater than anything else in the casino; the sight of it made Joe’s brain cramp. “Great,” he muttered, “just fucking great.”

      The bartender mistook Joe’s grumbling for a complaint about his service and immediately got in Joe’s way to freshen up his Coke. Joe growled at the young man, who gave him a mournful puppy dog expression. “You asked for Coke, I got you Coke. Is there something else I can do for you?”

      Joe tried to look around the kid, but the bartender was so focused on making sure he got his tip he didn’t get the hint. Finally, Joe looked up at the kid and growled, “Get the fuck out of my way.”

      The bartender jerked back as if Joe had punched him in the dick. He huffed away, throwing a parting “God, fine,” over his shoulder.

      In that moment of distraction, Pari and her bosses vanished.

      Joe dug a pair of crumpled fives from his pocket and threw them down on the bar. He scanned the crowded deck, looking for the execs, but there was no sign of any of them. He shifted his eyes back to the mundane world, and moved into the crowd.

      The floors weren’t large, but stairwells seemed to plunge between floors in random spots, creating a confusing maze of passages and steps. Joe knew, too, that the boats had many private rooms for meetings and parties. For all he knew, Pari was as likely being held in a boiler room as she was being hustled off the boat. He wasn’t concerned for her; she’d gotten into bed with the big dogs, so it was a little late to be worried about her fleas, but he was concerned for Pitchfork. If he lost these guys, he might not get a chance to stop their bullshit before it was far too late for the County. Even mundane fracking left behind poisoned wastelands; Joe didn’t want to think about Pitchfork after these assholes finished with it. Adding crazed killers and mutant little boys to a toxic wilderness didn’t seem like a winning combination for the rest of the county’s inhabitants.

      Joe wound through one deck after another, looking for Pari and her bosses. The floors were crammed with gamblers, and he found himself detouring around one clot of winners and losers after another. He didn’t have time to track down another lead if he lost this one—he was more sure than ever that they were up to something that was going to be a nightmare, not just for Pitchfork, but for everyone. He needed to track them down and find out what that was, or he was going to be shooting in the dark while they got away with their schemes.

      He was never going to be able to get through the boat to find them, it was time for a new plan. Joe went up instead of down, getting higher to afford himself a better view of the parking lot and the gangplanks leading down to it. The boat was big, but it was still just a boat—unless they planned to hole up below decks indefinitely, the suits and Pari had to go down the planks at some point.

      Roaming up and down the shore side of the deck, Joe peered out the windows. He watched the flow of gamblers shuffling out, relieved of their cash and their dreams, pushing against the incoming tide of new sheep waiting to be fleeced. The depressing parade was varied, but the faces were all the same. Joe was starting to feel like them. He’d come on the boat full of hope that he could get to the bottom of this mess, but that hope was draining away in a hurry.

      Then he saw another flash of blue light, and his pulse quickened. He squinted down the second gangplank. It had to be them. He raced for the exit, knowing he had limited time to get down to the parking lot before they loaded up into whatever caravan had brought them and disappeared again.

      He didn’t waste seconds being careful or subtle. He barged toward the exit, shouldering aside drunks and idiots. Shouts of outrage and drunken bluster followed Joe as he moved through the casino. He had to get to the gangplanks, and he had to do it before anyone had a chance to stop him or the bad guys had a chance to give him the slip.

      Joe dodged around a clutch of young women well on their way to being black-out drunk. Someone was going to have a rough morning.

      He hit the gangplank at a run, though he could hear security guards closing in behind him. He wasn’t worried about drawing attention from the execs, by now Pari had them on high alert with her fit, and he was sure she’d already been railing about Joe. He shoved his way through the crowd at the door and was halfway down the gangplank when he caught sight of them again.

      A black SUV with Texas plates waited near the gangplanks, all four doors open. A pair of angry-looking men with blocky shoulders and blockier heads stood at its rear, hands shoved deep inside their jackets. Joe watched as the execs and their bodyguards pushed through the milling gamblers at the end of the gangplank and hustled Pari into the SUV. A moment later, the vehicle was gone and a limo had taken its place. One by one, the businessmen vanished into its black length. By the time Joe got to the bottom of the gangplank, they were heading for the highway.

      He took a deep breath and ran for the truck, praying he was fast enough to catch them.
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      It took the coven most of an hour to gather the items they needed. Fortunately, what the Breakfast Nook lacked in dining amenities, it more than made up for in occult supplies. The Conclave had used the restaurant for more rituals than anyone could count, and it was always ready to play host to whatever the witches needed.

      They cleared the furniture from one of the dining areas, and the more experienced witches set to drawing an elaborate series of pentagrams, circles, and triangles on the floor with sticks of bone-white chalk. The younger witches took bags of sea salt and formed a thick, gritty circle around the more intricate pattern drawn by their elders.

      Stevie admired the work of the other witches. Faster than she would have thought possible, the floor was covered with thirteen pentagrams inside thirteen circles, all spaced equidistant around an enormous set of interlocking triangles inside a pentacle. When the coven took its position within the outer pentagrams, their power would be joined to the Bog Witch until the ritual was complete.

      Or they were all dead. Stevie tried to shake off the very real danger that none of them would survive this attempt to purge the darkness from their county. If anything went wrong, if she’d misjudged the strength of their adversary, then all of this would end in blood and tears.

      Mildred shook Stevie from her introspection with a light hand on her shoulder. “This is no time fer doubts, girl. Get yer head straight, afore ya lose yer nerve and get us all killed.”

      The other witches were in position, leaving only one of the pentagrams empty. Stevie placed the pitcher of water in the center of the interlocked triangles then took her position, careful not to disturb the chalk or salt on the floor. She lifted her hands above her head, and was mirrored by the rest of the witches. “Our Conclave is joined,” she intoned, and the others echoed her words.

      Stevie went through the rest of the binding ritual by rote. It was an old and simple spell, one that any witch could handle. The difficulty was not in the words, but in the binding itself.

      The power of the other witches flooded into her, thick threads of strength and mystic energy that brought with them hopes and dreams, nightmares, and doubts. Stevie smoothed out the harsh emotions and sent calm confidence back down to the rest of the witches. She was one with the rest of the Conclave, ready to lead them into combat.

      She reached out to the captive parasite, probed it with her new power. It was bound to the contamination fouling Pitchfork, and through it she would cleanse the county. She strengthened her bond with the foul thing, merging with it, becoming one with it so she could best understand how to destroy it.

      But the deeper she went into the parasite, the more its depths unfolded before her. It was infinitely vast, a great gulf of darkness that went on beyond the edge of eternity. Stevie didn’t understand how it could be so enormous, or how such a simple creature could contain such immeasurable complexity.

      She turned away from the darkness. There was something wrong, she needed to come at it from a different angle. She’d disentangle, then approach it again, see if she could figure out where she went wrong.

      But, despite her best efforts, Stevie felt herself sinking deeper into the parasite. The darkness gained texture, became pebbled and wrinkled, like ancient flesh. She could feel it around her, like warm leather, pressing against her body from all sides.

      Above Stevie, an eye opened. It was vast, arching across the breadth of her vision. Its pupil latched on her, and she felt its awareness bearing down upon her, crushing her flat with its immensity.

      It stared at her, bored into her, and she felt its hatred, its endless wrath at her and those like her. She felt its anger, and she felt its pain.

      As incomprehensible and powerful as the Eye’s owner might be, it was also helpless. It had lain immobile, pinned within its tomb, for millennia. It had slept, undreaming, waiting for its kind to return and wake it, waiting to resume its reign.

      Instead, it woke to torment. Churning steel burrowed into its flesh and drew out its vital essence, profaning its immortal slumber. It was dying, slaughtered in its sleep, and it knew the horrors the blood that was stolen from it would wreak.

      It hated humanity, it hated all who walked beneath the sun, but it hated the thought of its precious essence, of its godsblood, living on beyond its demise even more.

      Stevie reached toward it, hands outstretched to embrace the power it offered. Together, they would cleanse Pitchfork. Together, they would destroy those who would dare to harvest its power.

      All of this flooded through Stevie in a searing flash. She touched the power of the Eye and felt it all within her grasp. She closed her fist.

      Dark fire flared around Stevie, dragging her and the rest of the Conclave into its depths. Bound together, locked within the power of the Eye, they burned.
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      Elsa’s stomach flip-flopped, like she’d just done the loop de loop on a roller coaster. The world shimmered around her, a sure sign that the barriers between the world of the living and dead were drawing very near to one another. A long, terrible scream clawed at her mind. Her mama was in trouble.

      Al was in the living room, plinking away on his guitar, but Elsa knew he couldn’t help her. She’d scared him when she’d spoken to the boys in the backyard and didn’t want to do that again. She needed her brother to trust her; she had to be careful what he saw, or he’d be too spooked to take the next step with her when the time was right. Not that she was sure what that meant, exactly, but Elsa knew there was a change coming for her family, and she needed Al to be ready to do his part.

      More screams tore at Elsa, filling her head with sounds of terror. She had to help her mama, but she was afraid she couldn’t do it on her own. That meant she’d have to ask the monster living inside her for help, and Elsa knew what that meant. She dropped to all fours and quietly left the kitchen through the back door.

      The crisp winter air bit at her cheeks, but Elsa didn’t mind. The cold had never bothered her before she’d started to change, and it bothered her even less now. The thing in the water had bonded to Elsa, lending her a power she’d never experienced before. She was becoming like those boys, but different. Elsa was too strong for the thing in the water to make her its slave, but the two of them were now tied together. She could feel its thoughts, its plans. The thing in the water was hurting her mama, and Elsa had to make it stop.

      She sat down on the edge of her back porch, chin resting on her knees. She couldn’t fight it alone, she needed help. She needed the strength only the Haunter in Darkness could provide. To get the monster to help her, Elsa had to give it what it wanted. Since the catfish incident, she’d kept the bad old thing locked far down inside her, but its hunger had grown, like an itch she couldn’t scratch. A fish wasn’t going to be enough this time.

      A rabbit nibbled at a tuft of grass sticking up through the morning frost, oblivious to Elsa. She considered taking the bunny, but knew it was too small. It wouldn’t satisfy the beast’s hunger for pain and fear. She needed something larger.

      The black dogs were out there, roaming the woods, spying on Elsa. She didn’t like them, but she wouldn’t hurt them, either. That would put her on the wrong side of Al, something she couldn’t bear. But there were other things in the woods, some of them large enough to sate the Haunter’s hunger.

      Elsa closed her eyes and reached out, stretching her essence toward the woods. She flickered past the black dogs, ruffling their fur with the static hum of her passage. Squirrels fled before her, terrified of the unseen force moving through the trees. Then she found it.

      A lone doe nibbled on the bowed branches of a dogwood tree, struggling to hold off starvation. Elsa approached the hungry deer, filling its tiny mind with warmth and the illusion of a full belly. The doe raised her head, grateful for the comfort Elsa offered. She called to it, and the doe answered with a soft grunt. Her nose dipped as she bowed to Elsa’s command, and she came through the woods with cautious steps.

      The black dogs glared at the deer as it passed them, but did not try to get in its way. They turned their stares to Elsa as the doe left the woods, lips curling to reveal their dagger-like teeth. Elsa ignored them and reached her hand out to the deer. Its fur was soft, and its nose was warm where it turned its snout to nuzzle Elsa’s hand.

      Promise me, Elsa whispered to the Haunter inside her, promise you’ll help my mama if I give this to you.

      There was a nervous moment when Elsa believed the monster would reject her offer, but in the end it reached out in agreement.

      Elsa rubbed the deer’s chin, then let her hand trail down to its neck. Its pulse jumped against her palm, and the monster inside roared.

      Her fingers clenched, seizing the deer’s throat. It tried to leap away, but Elsa crippled it through the connection between them. She let her thoughts delve deep into the doe’s mind, absorbing the pain and the fear as she choked the life from it.

      The beast feasted on the helpless creature’s terror, but Elsa could tell it wasn’t enough. It wanted more, and it wouldn’t help her fight the thing in the water until she gave in to its demands. Her stomach cramped with nausea, but  saliva ran from the corners of her mouth at the thought of what was coming next. She hated herself for doing it, but the monster inside reveled in what it had coerced Elsa into doing.

      She lowered her mouth to the doe’s neck, and closed her teeth around its throbbing artery.
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      The raw strength of the Eye exploded through Stevie and the witches bound to her. She screamed against its unholy force and struggled to maintain contact with the rest of the Conclave; if they were torn apart, they would all die.

      Because the fallen god wanted humanity to pay for the insult it had suffered, and it was going to start with the witches who had dared intrude on its weary mind.

      Pain blossomed, an explosion of scalding power that erupted in Stevie’s arm. Or Rae’s leg. Or Mildred’s mouth. It was impossible to tell who was injured, they were bound together so thoroughly Stevie could no longer tell where she ended and the others began. The Conclave was not thirteen separate women but one great and terrible power.

      Stevie lashed out at the Eye, gouging at it with the combined strength at her command. She screamed, and her voice flayed the Eye, ripping hunks of it away. Black blood burst from the wounds, splashing across the Conclave like a rain of burning pitch.

      The Eye’s response was a torrent of images. Ancient shamans crouched over a bubbling bog, slurping up the fallen god’s power like greedy children and turning it to their own insane ends. Mad frontiersmen bathed in the black blood, covering themselves in its dark power before riding out to slaughter the natives whose land they stole.

      Then it rolled the witches ahead, plunging them into a dark future ruled by pitiless tyrants who surveyed their tortured domains from the tops of gleaming steel towers. There was no Pitchfork in this dying world, no Night Marshal to stand against the darkness. Nothing remained but the slaves who served the thieving gods, and those who died for their pleasure. This was the future built on the blood of a fallen god by the men who’d come to Pitchfork to drain it dry.

      Stevie screamed her rage at the Eye and those who had woken it. This is what we fight, she wailed, let us help you make the others pay.

      Her words meant nothing to the fallen god, its fury was pure and devastating. It had already loosed the agents of its justice upon the world, and now it would make Stevie and the witches pay for their intrusion.

      Something broke inside the Conclave, and ribs became jagged spears jabbing at their lungs. Someone’s eye burst from its socket, the pressure of the fallen god’s attack ejecting it from a skull with explosive force. A leg broke, muscles tore and pulled apart even as sharpened bone blades sliced through tender flesh.

      Someone was drowning on the bloody froth in their punctured lungs. Wounds opened with terrifying speed, the attack became a hellish onslaught that tore at the witches with unseen claws and hammered at their flesh with blows like thunder.

      Fear swept through the Conclave. In a handful of heartbeats, they’d gone from the most powerful group of witches in Pitchfork’s history to a pack of beaten girls on the verge of death.

      Tears burned in the corners of Stevie’s eyes. They’d trusted her, and she’d failed them. And now they were all going to die.

      The fallen god’s blood poured over the witches’ souls, sweeping them into the darkness. Stevie sobbed, and her lungs filled with pain. Blazing silver sparked across her dying sight. She couldn’t tell if her eyes were even open. She’d failed the other witches. Worse, she’d failed her family. They were all doomed.

      The darkness closed over Stevie. She raised one hand in protest, her fingers reaching for something, anything to stop her slide into the grave.

      Hold on, Mama.

      Stevie wept bitter tears. The illusion of her child’s voice tore at her, a final insult piled atop the mortal injuries she’d suffered. I can’t, little bit. Mama’s all done in.

      And then tiny fingers closed over Stevie’s hand. Pain, unlike anything she’d ever felt, tore through every cell of Stevie’s body. A dark, wretched power suffused her, dragging her back from the edge of death.

      It flowed through her and into the Conclave. Their screams of shock and pain joined Stevie’s as, one by one, they lurched back into the land of the living.

      The Eye flickered, widened in disbelief.

      Stevie didn’t give it time to react, or herself time to doubt. She thrust her fist into the Eye and unleashed the power her daughter poured into her.

      In a flash, Stevie was everywhere in Pitchfork. Wherever the godsblood had spilled into the earth, the Conclave found it. They boiled it in the earth and water, purging the deadly pollution from their county.

      They raised their voices in victory, a triumphant cry that split the air like thunder. Pitchfork was cleansed.

      The fallen god retreated, wounded and confused by the power that had assaulted it. It pulled the blood that it had spilled into the earth and water back into itself. But as it left, it showed Stevie the broken future again, rolling out on the backs of trucks.

      She’d won the battle, but the war was far from over.
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      Like Pari, the Amogen suits weren’t good at subtlety. Their shiny-black caravan wound along the narrow Missouri highways well above a law-abiding pace. Joe caught them in short order, hanging far enough back to look like he wasn’t tailing them, close enough to keep tabs on their progress. After an hour, he figured they were headed back to Pitchfork, which narrowed their choices of final destination a great deal. He reckoned they were either going back to Pari’s place or the mine. One he knew how to find, the other he could shake loose in short order. Pari, with her dark skin and accent, stood out in Pitchfork more than most outsiders, and there was no conversation more enjoyed in his county than gossiping about outsiders.

      But Joe was concerned about how messy things might get if he showed up alone. He had no official capacity in Pitchfork, and, while that hadn’t much mattered in years past due to the cooperation of law enforcement, Laralaine had fucked that deal all to hell. “Fine,” Joe said to himself, “if she wants in my business, she can get all the way in.”

      He swung by the Flying J on the way into Pitchfork. As always, there was a deputy’s cruiser parked next to the main building. Joe pulled in and tracked the young man down. He had his coffee halfway to his mouth when Joe slid into the booth across from him. “Hi.”

      The deputy lowered his cup. “If this is about that thing out at the Pryor place a couple of months back—”

      Joe shook his head. “Not about the past, even if you and your buddies did make my life a lot harder than it needed to be down in that hole. I need to talk to the sheriff.”

      “Go to the station,” the deputy said, reaching for his coffee.

      Joe snaked out a hand and pulled the deputy’s mug out of reach. “Now. I’ve got a problem, and she can help.”

      The deputy looked around and leaned in closer. “Joe, you know things aren’t like they were when Schrader was the man. Sheriff Absher is by the books, and she doesn’t give any shits about you or your job.”

      Joe took a sip from the coffee, gagged on the oversweetened mess, and sat it back on the table between them. “Jesus, man, what is it with you law enforcement types? Ever have any coffee with your cream and sugar? Look, you give a shit about my job, right?”

      The deputy looked around again, as if afraid his boss had appeared out of thin air behind him. “Yeah. I mean, of course. I know what you do is important.”

      “Then why are you getting in my fucking way on this? Get on the horn, and get me the sheriff. Now.”

      “Come out to the car.” The deputy threw a couple of bucks on the table to cover his coffee. “She’s going to be so pissed.”

      Joe grinned. He followed the deputy to the car and slid in on the passenger’s side. “I think pissing her off is getting to be my new favorite thing.”

      The deputy sighed and cranked up the car, driving out the chill with a blast of the heater. “You really do not want to be on her bad side.”

      He fired up the radio. “Rogers to dispatch. I’m with a party of interest. Need a comeback from the boss.”

      There was silence, then a burst of static. “Rogers, she’s code six. Need more info to get her on the horn. Go ahead with what you’ve got.”

      Joe shrugged. “I don’t care if she knows it’s me. Might help you get her attention.”

      “I’m with Joe Hark. He seems to think it’s important. Go ahead.”

      Another burst of static. “Your head, Rogers. Better be worth it. Switch to 460, and wait for the comeback.”

      The deputy tossed the handset to Joe, then punched in a new frequency on the radio. The quiet hiss of dead air filled the car.

      “She really hates me that much?” Joe wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      The deputy rubbed his chin. “She really does not want to believe any of this shit, all right? When she came onboard, me and some of the other guys who cleaned up your tussle with the Blackbriars tried to explain what was what. She wasn’t hearing it.”

      “Did you show her?”

      The deputy laughed. “Show her what? A hole in the ground with a bunch of splattered bodies and shotgun shells scattered across its bottom? Or the ton of cursed meth shoved inside some creepy fucking idol?”

      “That’d be a start. She doesn’t believe because no one’s made her believe.”

      The deputy shrugged. “That’s your job, man. I’m back to chasing down speeders and busting up dealers. Much simpler.”

      Joe looked at the front of the Flying J. “You know there was a guy who about killed a waitress here yesterday? He wasn’t a speeder or a dealer, he had some supernatural shit jammed up his ass. Made him crazy. Damn near killed two of your buddies. Probably would have done for them and your boss if I hadn’t come along.”

      “How’d she react to that?”

      “She didn’t have a come to Jesus moment, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “She’s hard as nails. You can’t convince her that spook shit is real, man. It’s just not happening.”

      The radio crackled, and Laralaine’s snapping voice filled the cruiser. “I don’t have time for this shit. Hark, if you’ve got something to say, say it.”

      Joe picked up the handset and pressed the thumb switch. “Pari Chatterjee. Ring any bells?”

      He could feel the sheriff thinking about the question. “Yeah. Go ahead.”

      “She’s in trouble.” Joe paused, trying to think of how to phrase it over the open air waves. “We need to meet.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do shit.” Joe tried to keep his tone civil, but he was getting tired of people thinking he was always the one kicking over anthills. He was just trying to clean this mess up. “She stirred up a nest of copperheads and stuck her head in it. We need to meet.”

      “If this turns out to be a bullshit goose chase, Hark, I will have your hide. Rogers, lead him over to the Bridgeton development.”

      The deputy took the handset back from Joe and toggled the transmit button. “Will do. Be there in a half hour.”

      Joe grinned at the deputy. “See, she’s really sweet. You just have to know how to talk to her.”

      Rogers rolled his eyes. “Get in your truck. I’ll lead you over there.”

      “All right.” Joe slid out of the cruiser and into the teeth of the biting wind. He ducked his head back inside. “Let’s see how much trouble we can find.”
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      The deputy pulled over a hundred yards from the darkened mouth of a cul de sac. The housing development was far from complete, with no street lights and no houses until you got to the back edge of the property. It was lonely and dismal, the perfect place for a corporation to stash employees far away from the rest of the community they were wrecking. Joe eased his truck up alongside the cruiser and reached over to roll down the passenger side window.

      The deputy pointed at a tan SUV parked near the mouth of the SUV. “That’s the sheriff’s personal vehicle. I’ll wait back here, in case she needs backup.”

      Joe couldn’t tell if that was meant to be threatening or comforting. “Thanks.”

      He slid the truck in behind the sheriff’s SUV and hopped out. He walked up to the driver side window, blowing into his hands for warmth. “You see anything?”

      The sheriff shook her head. “I haven’t done a drive-by. Not sure what I’m looking for.”

      “Mind if I hop in?” The sheriff shrugged, and Joe walked around the back of the truck to the passenger side. The door unlocked with a muffled pop, and he hauled his cold bones inside.

      “Fill me in.” The sheriff was leaned back in her seat, face hidden in shadows. Joe could tell she was tired and pissed and not in the mood to be fucked with.

      “I went and saw the operations manager, Pari Chatterjee.” Joe said. “She’s kind of a bitch. I made some noise about pollution in the water. She freaked out. High-tailed it out to meet her bosses on a riverboat casino.”

      “That’s enough for you drag me out here?” The sheriff sounded more pissed by the second. “I should arrest you just to keep you out of my hair for a few days.”

      “There’s more, if you’d let me finish.” Joe wasn’t used to getting this kind of lip from anyone. He was used to speaking from a position of authority, but that just didn’t work with a sheriff who didn’t believe in his job. “Her bosses, they’re the kind of thing I deal with. Powerful. Evil. They did something to her, then hustled her off the boat.”

      “She was kidnapped by monsters.” The sheriff snorted. “You need to get your head right, Hark. There aren’t any monsters.”

      “Then she was kidnapped by a bunch of creepy old white men. Better?”

      “How many men?”

      “Five or six suits, probably twice as much muscle.” Joe tried to see deeper into the cul de sac, but there was nothing but shadows. He could maybe make out one house with lights on, but he couldn’t tell anything else at this distance. “We need to get in there before they do something to her.”

      “You don’t have dick.” The sheriff turned her face to Joe. “You’re asking me to go into a civilian’s home with no warrant and no more to go on than your crazy assertion that her bosses are fairy tale monsters? It’s not happening.”

      “Could have used your help,” Joe said, then threw the door open and left the SUV.

      “Goddammit.” The sheriff yelled at Joe’s back, “You want to get arrested?”

      Joe waved her words off. “You want to arrest me, you can do it after I clean this shit up.”

      He drove past the sheriff, lights dark, and flipped her off. If she wasn’t going to help him, she could at least get the fuck out of his way. He reckoned he had ten minutes or less before she made up her mind to arrest him. He needed to get Pari out of her house and away from the goon squad before that happened.

      There were two SUVs parked in front of the only house on the block with lights on. Joe backed his pickup into the driveway of the house next door and killed the engine. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, grabbed his shotgun from the rack behind him, and headed for Pari’s.

      He didn’t have any idea how many corporate thugs were inside the house. He didn’t know where Pari was stashed, either. But he knew that every second he wasted brought her one second closer to something bad and made it less likely he was going to be able to put an end to this mess. He had to get in there and get the job done.

      Joe stopped outside the back door and closed his eyes again, shifting his sight into the supernatural. He could feel the angry gods at the back of his head, their squabbling becoming more intense. There was something in the house that put them on edge, something they didn’t completely understand. That scared them, which made Joe’s nerves twitch. He peeked through the window at the top of the door, and his breath froze in his lungs.

      There was a guard in the kitchen, just visible through the utility room. To Joe’s supernatural vision, his face was a blank, white mask with blazing red eyes set into deep black sockets. Snarls of dark energy drifted off the man’s skin, tangling in the air around him. He was infected. Joe pulled on the power of the Long Man and the Haunter, fought against their blind rage and furious resistance, filling his body with the strength and speed he’d need to have any hope of pulling this off. He felt his skin tighten and his pulse race, and a dull, insistent ache settled around his heart. He wondered how many more times he could pull on that power before it ate him up from the inside.

      He took one step back and kicked the door in. Joe followed the busted door into the utility room, ducking behind the washing machine as the guard in the kitchen spun and fired a snub-nosed pistol in Joe’s direction. Chips of paint and splinters of wood peppered the side of Joe’s face when the bullet slammed into the door frame next to his head. He responded by rushing out of the utility room and into the kitchen.

      A second bullet blew through the dryer as he passed it. Joe reached the guard before the third bullet could be fired. He swept the heavy barrels of the shotgun up into the man’s chin, smashing his teeth together hard enough to send chunks of enamel flying. The guard crumpled to his knees, head slumped forward. Joe swung his shotgun’s butt into the back of the the falling man’s neck as he ran past, dropping the infected man to the linoleum.

      He followed shouts out of the kitchen and into the house’s little dining room. A pair of guards swung in his direction, and he threw himself low. Bullets shrieked through the air where his head had just been. Joe landed on his elbows to the left of the small dining table. He propped himself up on his elbows, took quick aim with the shotgun, and squeezed the arcane weapon’s left trigger.

      Silver flame erupted from the shotgun, followed by bilious green smoke. One of the goons screamed as the blast shredded his calf into strings of bloody meat, pitching him to the floor. The second guard responded with a shout of his own, followed by a trio of rapid-fire shots from his own pistol. Joe scuttled back as rounds tore through the table and plowed into the wooden floorboards around him.

      There were more shouts coming from the front of the house, and Joe could just make out Pari’s muffled screams coming from the same direction. He still had a few seconds’ confusion to take advantage of, but he knew he was running out of time. He didn’t know what the guards’ orders were, but he didn’t have any faith they’d keep Pari alive if things started going south.

      He grabbed one of the dining room chairs by its leg and lunged to his feet, hurling the chair as he moved. It sailed over the table and caught the remaining dining room guard across the face and chest, slamming him into the wall. Joe kicked the table and sent it skidding across the floor into the man’s hip. He took a step, put his hobnailed boot on the edge of the table, then shoved it again with all his might.

      The guard screamed as the table crushed his hip against the wall, splintering the bone. The guard fell across the table, and Joe drove his right fist into the back of the man’s neck.

      He could see into the living room, where three more guards stood, one with a shotgun, two with pistols. The pistols were trained on Joe, the shotgun was wedged against the back of Pari’s head. She was kneeling on the floor, arms bound behind her, duct tape over her lips, eyes wide and wet and terrified. She was staring at Joe in disbelief, unsure if he was there to rescue her or end her life. There was a large aluminum tank next to her, thick plastic tubes looping out of its top. The tubes narrowed and slotted into IV needles jammed into Pari’s arms. The tubes were still clear for most of their length, but Joe could see black fluid bubbling in a glass dome on top of the cylinder, ready to be released.

      Joe stood in the doorway to the living room, shotgun trained on the guard nearest him. He couldn’t be sure how pro these asshole were, or whether they were bluffing with the gun to Pari’s head. His plan to come in guns blazing didn’t seem like it was going to work out, but it was the only one he had, and he’d always danced with the one who brung him. “Drop the guns, boys, and maybe some of you get to walk out of here.”

      “Drop yours, or I paint the floor with her head.” The guy with the shotgun pushed it hard against Pari’s head to illustrate his point.

      Joe smiled at the tough guy, a bitter flash of white teeth. “That’s your business. I’m looking for the one holding your leash. I don’t give a shit about the girl.”

      “You aren’t getting out of here alive,” said the pistol-wielder to Joe’s right. “You might shoot one of us, but we’ll cut you down.”

      The threat of violence sent the Haunter and Long Man screaming at the back of Joe’s skull. They were terrified of what might happen if he went down with their power still locked inside his head. He could feel the pressure building inside him as the captured powers tried to push him to run.

      “Maybe.” Joe grinned and raised the shotgun a few inches. “Or maybe I’m just killing time until my backup gets here.”

      “You don’t have any backup, asshole.” The one to the right squeezed off a shot that chased Joe to his left. But Joe was already firing his shotgun as he moved, turning the other gunman into a wheezing red smear.

      Joe slid behind the wall in the dining room, breath rushing in and out of his nostrils. He broke the shotgun in half and grabbed a pair of shells from the rack on the gun’s stock. He slammed the shells home and snapped the weapon closed. “Give it up, assholes.”

      A pistol’s barrel dug into the side of Joe’s head, mashing his skull against the wall. It was the asshole from the kitchen, back on his feet, his face an emotionless mask. The man’s eyes glowed a deep red, and there were black veins bulging against his skin. Joe regretted not putting a shot through the back of the man’s head when he had the chance. The gunman didn’t say a word, just stared at Joe with those big red eyes as if he couldn’t quite figure out what he should do with the Night Marshal. His mouth flopped open, and words spilled out of it, sloppy and echoing. “I’ve got him.”

      The thing turned its attention back to Joe. “Put your gun down. Now.”

      Joe let the shotgun fall from his grip. He didn’t think the thing with the gun to his head had any normal human emotions or compunctions about killing him then and there, so it was best to do what he was told. “Let the girl go,” he said as he raised his hands over his head. “She doesn’t know shit.”

      The thing gave a little shrug. “She knows more than she should, thanks to you. She will be transformed. It will make her more useful to us. You will be transformed, as well. We can use you.”

      Joe’s balls tried to crawl into his guts at the thing’s words. The last thing he wanted was to be hooked up to that aluminum cylinder in the next room. He was pretty sure he knew what it contained. It had been bad enough to be dosed with that shit through a drink; he didn’t want to think what it would be like to have it squirted straight into his veins.

      The gunman pushed the pistol harder against Joe’s skull, levering him toward the living room. “Move.”

      Joe moved. He didn’t think he was strong or fast enough to get away from the gun inches from his head, even with the stolen supernatural power raging through his body. For now, he’d just have to endure and pray he had a chance to get out of this. He cursed himself for not being more convincing with the sheriff. He could sure as shit have used the backup just then.

      The pistol pushed him to the center of the living room, then forced him to his knees. Joe could feel the spilled blood and guts from the first man he’d shotgunned, squelching under his knees. He wondered what it was going to look like when that one got up off the floor and started walking around again. “I’m telling you,” Joe said, “you are going to feel really stupid when my backup comes through that door. Just let us go.”

      The man with the shotgun laughed. “You’re about to change your tune. But we’re going to start with the girl.”

      He reached past Pari to the valve on top of the cylinder. Pari’s eyes bulged as the man turned the valve. She struggled against her bonds, until her captor pressed down on the shotgun and her face was ground into the floor. Joe could see one of her wide, staring eyes, through the fringe of her short, black hair. He felt a helpless rage burning in his belly.

      The black fluid bubbled up into the tubes with a high-pitched whine. It didn’t flow like a liquid, but lurched and jerked its way forward. Within moments it had worked through the twists of tubing. Joe could feel the foul energy of the stuff, a slick, oily feeling that suffused the air with its dark intent. He tensed against the nausea burbling in his belly. He had to do something.

      But the man behind him seemed to anticipate Joe’s thoughts. He pressed the barrel of the pistol into Joe’s head hard enough to turn it to the side. “There is no point in fighting us. This is going to happen. The godsblood will not be denied.”

      Joe growled with frustration, but held his temper. There was no benefit in getting his brains sprayed onto the walls. He had to wait, look for an opening.

      The third gunman stood with his back to the wall, his pistol held in a two-handed grip down by his waist. He was looking from side to side, turning his head this way and that like a dog trying to figure out a noise. “What is that?” he asked.

      The shotgun man looked nervous. His eyes darted from window to window. “I hear it, too,” he whispered.

      The man behind Joe barked at the others. “Shut up,” he shouted, “just finish this, and we’ll go.”

      By then, Joe could hear it, too. There was a strange rumbling in the air, like distant thunder, or low-pitched voices. It was an ominous sound, and he instantly knew where he’d heard it before. Up on the ridge above the drill site, he’d heard something similar. “I think you’re fucked,” he said, trying to goad the others into doing something rash, something stupid that would give him an opening. “That definitely sounds like they’re coming.”

      The pistol dug into the tender spot behind Joe’s left ear. “Shut. Up.”

      “I’m just sayin’ that does not sound good.” Joe tried to catch the eye of the third gunman. “Might be time to get the hell out of here before things really get crazy.”

      “Ngh,” the man with his guts hanging out groaned. “Nggghaah.”

      “I think your friend agrees with me.”

      The pressure behind Joe’s ear disappeared, but was replaced by a flash of blinding pain across the back of his neck. His vision blew out into white-and-black sparklers that bloomed like a Fourth of July malfunction. Joe could taste the coppery tang of blood in his mouth and found himself on all fours, hands slippery with another man’s blood.

      Pari screamed, a sound muffled only slightly by the tape across her mouth. Joe looked up at her, his vision slowly returning, and saw black threads crawling out of her eyes and across her face. She bucked against her bonds, and cords of muscle jutted out of her neck as her scream went on and on. Joe let his head fall down again, his nose inches from blood and guts. He breathed in the fumes of death and tried to block out the sound of the woman changing a few feet away. He was ready for whatever was coming to sweep through the house and clean out all the shit.

      He didn’t have long to wait.

      The windows in the dining room exploded inward filling the air with glinting shards of whirring glass. The living room windows went next, and Joe was glad to have his head down as he felt a dozen hair-fine cuts open on the exposed skin of his neck and forearms. Pari’s screams were joined by gunfire and the confused shouts of the gunmen.

      Joe took advantage of the distraction to scramble for cover. He rolled back and away from the fighting, slithering on his belly toward the dining room. The monstrous gunman who’d been covering him suddenly had his hands full with the small freaks swarming into the living room.

      There were more of the little monsters in the dining room. They scampered over the table and bounced from wall to wall, moving so fast Joe hardly had time to register they were there before they’d screeched their way into the living room. He snatched his shotgun up from the floor and ducked behind the dining room wall.

      Pari’s screams were no longer muffled by the duct tape. It had come loose to reveal her blackened tongue, which lashed the air as she wailed in horrific agony. Joe prayed she could still be saved, that he could get her to Stevie and clean that shit out of her system. She’d torn her hands free from her bonds, as well, and clawed at her cheeks with chipped fingernails. The oozing ligature marks around her wrists leaked something darker and thicker than blood.

      The shotgunner was down, covered with a swarm of pale bodies that flailed at him. Their splintered fingernails flung streaks of black blood through the air, splattering the walls with darkness. Their chittering cries mingled with the pained howls of their victim. They pinned the muscle men to the floor with their boneless, flexing limbs, and smashed at their heads with club-like fists. Despite the similarity of their appearance, it was obvious that the little creatures and the changed men were not playing for the same team.

      Joe swung out from behind the wall and squeezed one trigger. His shotgun roared, and the monster who’d clubbed him across the back of the head went down. The gunman’s skull was open, a dark, pulsing organ swelling through the wound. The man grunted again and again, thick, wet, pumping noises that refused to stop.

      The gunner against the wall shouted and fired at Joe, one bullet after another ripping through the space where Joe’d been a second before. The bullets gouged holes in the floor, missing the Night Marshal by less than a foot. He swung back around and fired at the pistol-wielder, who shrieked as the shotgun blast punched into the right side of his chest and shoulder. His pistol dropped from his weakened grip, and his left hand clutched at his the bloody wounds.

      Joe scrambled for cover to reload, sliding across the opening between the dining and living rooms. He could hear the pounding of little fists against the corporate goons, and hoped they’d finish the job he’d started. He didn’t know why the freaks were going after the thugs, but he wasn’t complaining. There’d be time to figure this mess out after he got Pari out of here and back to Stevie.

      He ducked low and looked around the wall, ready to fire again. But there was no one to fire at. Pari was on the floor, screaming and convulsing in a puddle of sticky fluids. Joe could see the corporate men fleeing the living room, pale forms clinging to their backs as they ran, chasing them through the streets. Joe hoped they’d run past the sheriff. She was going to have a hard time disbelieving a pack of ghostly little boys and a running man with half his brain hanging out of a crater in his skull.

      Joe crawled across the floor. He could get Pari out of here, get her to Stevie, get her cleaned up, and burn the shit out of her blood. Maybe.

      Pari stared at Joe, her lips barely parted, a thin, high whine leaking out of her. There was no one home, he could see that. The parasite was consuming whatever was left of her soul, turning her into a monster.

      There was one rock salt shell in the chest pocket of Joe’s duster. He cracked the shotgun open and dropped the shell into the chamber. He didn’t know if it would work on someone as far gone as Pari, but he did know the parasite would destroy her mind in the next few seconds.

      Joe aimed the shotgun at Pari’s chest and focused his power on the shotgun. He threw his strength into the ancient weapon, then squeezed the trigger.

      The front door flew open, and Joe’s reflexes had his shotgun up and primed to fire in the blink of an eye.

      “Put it down!” the sheriff roared, and Joe opened both hands to let the shotgun hit the floor.

      He raised his hands. “Easy.”

      The sheriff’s eyes swept the room, bouncing from the blood to the broken windows to the injured woman she’d just seen him shoot. “Jesus, Hark. What did you do?”

      “I saved her life. I think. Get her help, but I’ve got to get after those muscle heads that just ran out of here.”

      The sheriff raised an eyebrow. “You’re not going anywhere. You turned this house into a war zone. You shot a woman in front of me. I can’t let you walk away from this mess.”

      Joe kept his hands over his head as he stood. “It was rock salt, like at the diner. Get her to the hospital, but keep her under guard until Stevie has a chance to look her over once this is finished.”

      “You can’t leave.” The sheriff’s pistol stayed aimed at Joe’s chest.

      Joe leaned over to pick up his shotgun. He slung the strap over his shoulder. “Then I guess you’re going to have to shoot me.”

      He walked toward the sheriff and the door and, for one moment, he was sure she was going to pull the trigger. At the last second, she holstered her pistol. She glared at Joe. “Fuck you, Hark.”

      “Get her to hospital, then get out to my place. I’ll try and meet you back there, explain all of this.” Joe put his hand on the sheriff’s shoulder. “I need you to trust me, as much as you’re going to hate doing it.”

      She shrugged away from his grip. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      Joe jumped down the steps and ran for his truck. He needed to catch the goons before they got to backup.
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      The old pickup groaned up hills and whined down them, its engine chugging as Joe forced it to chase after the much newer, much faster SUVs favored by the corporate goon squad. Joe had caught up to them as they raced through the housing development, and it didn’t take him long to figure out they were headed back to Amogen. He didn’t want to catch them, but he did want to keep them in his sights. He needed to find out what they were up to before they had a chance to put their plan into action.

      With any luck, they were just going back to rest and recuperate until whatever foul shit they had pumping through their veins could stitch them back together. If that was the case, Joe hoped to subdue them, keep them fucked up long enough to get some answers out of them. Then he’d try to throw them in a fire or something, figure out what it took to kill the monstrous fuckers.

      If they were running for help, though, then Joe would at least know where they’d holed up and he could call in some reinforcements of his own. He hoped the cops were onboard now, but he couldn’t be sure until he had a chance to talk to the sheriff. Surely she’d seen enough by now to get her head around Joe’s truth, but he knew she was awful good at deluding herself. Joe felt sure he had a lot of explaining to do before she’d even agree she’d seen anything at all.

      He ignored his concern about dealing with the sheriff and focused on the chase. The SUVs weren’t trying to hide, they had enough trouble staying on the road. The big trucks swerved from shoulder to shoulder as they rounded corners and scraped against guard rails along the ridges. His knuckles were white from the stress of wondering when one of trucks would lose control and dump sideways in the middle of the road.

      By some miracle, that didn’t happen. He followed them all the way out to the Amogen offices. They flew up the access road and through the gates while Joe parked on one of the turnouts. The goons were in too much of a hurry to notice him on their tail, but Joe reckoned the security guard wasn’t going to let him just roll on through the gate. He slung his shotgun over his shoulder as he hopped out of the truck. Joe dug an old deer hunting scope out from under the seat and tucked it into the inside pocket of his duster. Not as good as binoculars, but it’d let him get a good look at what was going on here.

      And something was definitely going on. As he clambered up the hillside overlooking Amogen, Joe could see trucks arriving in significant numbers. Pickups and tractor trailer rigs rumbled through the gates in a steady stream. Joe hunkered down next to a scrawny cedar tree and dug the scope out of of his pocket for a better look. Near as he could see, all of the trucks were empty. They were coming in to load up, not to bring anything in to Amogen. “What the fuck are you assholes up to?”

      He stowed the scope and climbed higher. By the time he’d risen a hundred feet above the road, Joe’s lungs burned and a mask of sweat chilled his face. He was wrung out from drawing on the supernatural power of the monsters in his head and queasy from adrenaline withdrawal. Joe put his head down and started heading east, bracing himself against tree trunks to keep from slipping down the steep hillside.

      After fifteen grueling minutes, he made it to a good vantage point. Crouched down next to a big oak, he counted at least twenty trucks and sixty men through his scope. The men were loading up the trucks; Amogen was clearly pulling up stakes. It was about what he expected them to do, after the encounter at the casino boat and what went down at Pari’s, but he’d hoped he might have a little more time to dig into their doings before they scattered.

      Joe swung the scope from truck to truck, trying to get a better idea of what they were preparing to haul out. He didn’t see any heavy equipment - if they were bugging out, they were leaving behind their drills and excavators. What he did see were dozens of blue plastic fifty-five gallon drums. He moved the scope up the line of trucks until he reached the warehouse where they were gathering. Through the open loading dock doors, Joe could see men placing heavy silver canisters into the blue barrels. “Shit,” he growled.

      Whatever they’d been doing in Pitchfork, they were preparing to move it out of the county. Joe still wasn’t sure what he’d seen them pumping into those canisters, but it couldn’t be good. He headed back to his truck as fast as he dared, boots skidding and slipping on loose rocks and fallen leaves.

      He hoped Stevie was ready, because it was going to be a long night.
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      Joe walked in on Stevie and the sheriff eyeballing each other over the kitchen table. The lights were low, wrapping both women in deep shadows. The sheriff had her back to Joe when he came in, but turned to face him when she heard the door close behind him.

      “Evening, ladies.” Joe yanked his chair away from the table and flopped down into it. “I see you two are getting along. How’s Pari?”

      The sheriff snorted. “She’s in isolation, under guard. For now.” She raised an eyebrow in Stevie’s direction. You didn’t tell me your whole family got beat to shit on a regular basis. I figured that was a gig you liked to keep to yourself.”

      Joe leaned on the table, hands clasped. “What are you talking about?”

      Stevie leaned into the light, revealing her battered face. One eye was a black bulb, swollen closed crusted over with an oozing scab. Her lips were swollen, puffy, and almost purple. There were more injuries, but Joe couldn’t take them all in. Stevie raised a bruised hand with two fingers taped together, and tried for a smile. “We can talk about me later. The sheriff was explaining why she thinks you’re crazy. Says she didn’t see anything unusual today, though you clearly did.”

      “I saw a couple of shot-up goons running out of the house like their asses were on fire. I saw a house splattered in blood with a young woman lying in a pool of it.” The sheriff gave Joe a meaningful look. “Which I assume was because you were inside blowing the shit out of anyone who got in your way.”

      “You’re telling me you didn’t see those little white fuckers?” Joe found it hard to believe that anyone could deny seeing a pack of shrieking little boys with skin the color of fresh cream and glowing red eyes.

      “I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about, Hark.” The sheriff raked her fingers through her short hair. “Honestly, you are making me crazy with this shit.”

      Joe blew out an exasperated sigh. He’d never met anyone so willfully ignorant of how things worked. If he wanted the sheriff’s cooperation, he was going to have to do something extreme. He put a hand on Stevie’s arm. “Is Al home?”

      “Upstairs. With Elsa.”

      Joe leaned back in his chair and shouted for his son. He grinned at the sheriff. “Let’s see about knocking the scales off your eyes.”

      The sheriff’s hand drifted toward her revolver, but Joe shook his head. “That would be a bad idea. No one’s going to hurt you. You just need to see something so you can get behind me on this.”

      Al padded down the stairs and into the kitchen. He looked the sheriff up and down before turning to his father. “What’s up?”

      Joe motioned at the sheriff. “I want you to show her what you can do.”

      Al frowned. “How much?”

      “The whole thing. If you think you can keep it under control.”

      Al crossed his arms. “I don’t have any problems keeping a lid on it. But if she freaks out and shoots me, all bets are off.”

      Joe held a hand out to the sheriff. “Let me hold your piece. Nothing’s going to happen to you, but Al’s got a point. People can have a pretty extreme reaction when he does his thing.”

      The sheriff looked dubious, but drew her weapon and popped open the cylinder. She shook the bullets into her palm and stowed them in her shirt pocket, then handed the empty weapon to Joe.

      “Nice piece,” he said, admiring the weapon. It was solid, functional, well-maintained. He shot Al a thumbs-up. “Go for it.”

      Al rolled his shoulders forward, and a red mist rose from his skin. For a split second, the air around him shivered with a crimson haze that shifted and blurred his body. There was a sound of tearing cloth and a fresh-meat aroma that was so rich and thick Joe could taste it in the back of his throat.

      The sheriff’s jaw went slack, and her face turned gray. “Give me my gun.”

      Joe shook his head. “Easy.”

      Al showed off, a hungry grin splitting his toothy muzzle. He lifted his hands over head and ran the tips of his enormous claw along the ceiling. He reached one gorilla-like arm across the table, tapped the claw on the wood in front of the sheriff.

      Joe pushed the kid’s arm away. “All right, smartass, put it back in your pants.”

      Al snickered through his snout and flopped down into a chair, red mist sizzling on his skin. Before he was settled into his seat, he was back to looking like a normal young man.

      The sheriff rubbed her eyes. “What kind of trick are you trying to pull?”

      Joe rolled his eyes. “Are you fucking kidding me here, lady? You think I’ve got some special effects department in the basement just to run a scam on you? I’m trying to show you the truth. And, honestly, I’m out of time for this shit.”

      “Hark,” the sheriff began, then stopped to catch her breath. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      Joe returned the sheriff’s revolver, butt first. “I need you to get out to Amogen and keep their trucks from leaving. They’re trying to move something nasty out of the county, something that’s going to be very dangerous in the wrong hands, and I can’t stop them on my own.”

      The sheriff nodded. “Is it illegal?”

      Joe shrugged. “I doubt it, not in a mundane sense. But it’s not good. You can hold them up with some shit about permits for transporting hazardous waste. Something. Just don’t let them leave the county.”

      “I don’t know how long I can keep a lid on it. If they aren’t breaking any laws…”

      “You know what?” Joe was disgusted. “How about you just keep your people away from Amogen until I get the real work done?”

      The sheriff’s eyes went cold and hard. “Don’t tell me how to do my job.”

      Joe stood up from the table and pushed his chair back in. “I’m not going to tell you how to do a goddamned thing. All I’m asking is for you to give me the space I need to do my job. That’s it.”

      Stevie stood as well. “You need any help?”

      Joe nodded. “Yeah, I think this is going to be a two-man job, for sure.”

      “I don’t want to hear this.” The sheriff left the table. “I’ll show myself out. You’ve got your space, Hark. Try not to blow up the whole county in the next few hours. Around dawn, I’ll have my people up at the Amogen place to pick up the pieces.”

      Joe shrugged. “You know how it goes.”

      Joe and Stevie started to walk the sheriff to the door, but Al’s voice stopped them. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Keep an eye on your sister,” Joe started, but changed tack when he saw the defiance in Al’s eyes. “These assholes came by the house once, Son. I need you here to make sure nothing happens to Elsa.”

      “We could come with you. We’re not weak,” Al started, but let his words trail off at the look in his parents’ eyes. “Fine, but don’t blame me if you get into trouble.”

      Stevie smiled at her son. “We’ll be fine.”

      Al shrugged. “I doubt that, but I guess none of us are ever really fine.”
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      Joe headed for the basement, Stevie on his heels. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, he turned on the light and took his wife’s hand. Her fingers were swollen, and he could feel cuts and bruises on the backs of her knuckles. He led her over to his weapons bench and turned to face her. He tried not to react to her wounds, but the sight of her face tore the breath from his lungs. “What the hell happened?”

      Her grin was lopsided, pulled up at its left corner by a wicked gash that ran back almost to her earlobe. “I almost bit off more than I could chew. Almost.”

      Joe took her face in his hands, careful, gentle, and put his forehead against hers. “This isn’t what I wanted.”

      “It’s not about you. I had to do this. It’s done. But I need you to listen to me.” Stevie took a deep breath. “I pulled together the Conclave.”

      The words were like a punch in his gut. Joe knew that Stevie had to step up as the Bog Witch, had to get her hands back on the reins of Pitchfork’s supernatural community, but hearing that she’d already done it killed a little part of him. “You picked up your mother’s crown?”

      She pulled back from him, and he regretted the words. “I’m doing my job. And we did good. The taint in the water, in the land, it’s gone.”

      Joe raised an eyebrow. “How did you manage that trick?”

      “I worked with the Conclave,” she winced when she said the words, and Joe could tell she was holding something back. He wanted to press her on it, find out what had happened, what had gone wrong, but she plunged ahead without giving him the chance. “We used a sympathetic ritual with one of the parasites, the godsblood, as a key. It was touch and go for a while, but I think we got it all.”

      Joe could feel the other shoe hanging over his head. “Except?”

      “Except whatever they’ve already pulled out of the ground. Whatever they’ve already drilled was out of reach.”

      “So that’s what they were doing.” Joe grabbed a satchel from the weapons bench and started slipping a few toys into it. “They were out at the mine, loading barrels of that shit onto trucks.”

      Stevie sighed. “We have to stop them. If they get those barrels out of Pitchfork, we are all well and truly fucked.”

      Joe could hear the change in Stevie’s tone. She wasn’t speculating, she was stating a fact. “What do you know?”

      “We have to stop them, Joe. The godsblood is dangerous. I don’t even know what it’s capable of doing. It changes people. Enough of it can change the world.”

      Joe finished loading up his satchel. He slung it over his shoulder and turned back to Stevie. “Then let’s make sure they don’t get away with it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          38

        

      

    
    
      Hiking with Stevie was very different from hiking alone. The wilderness seemed to embrace the two of them, making their trip through the hills surrounding Amogen feel like a simple walk around the block. Even better, her power hid both of them like a deep shadow. They were as close to invisible as anyone ever got.

      Joe pointed down toward the warehouse, and Stevie nodded, leading the way down to the edge of the Amogen property. She leaned in close to Joe and whispered into his ear. “I don’t know how strong the veil will be down there. They’ve corrupted the land; my power won’t be quite as strong.”

      Joe nodded and whispered back. “Do what you can.”

      They crept up on the rear of the warehouse. There were guards stalking the perimeter, but they had the stiff-legged, slack-jawed look of the infected about them. From tangling with them at Pari’s house, Joe knew they were tough and hard to kill, but not the brightest bunch, and he and Stevie had little trouble avoiding them. The pair slipped through the perimeter and into the warehouse. They made their way through a maze of forklifts and crates, creeping closer to the activity at the front of the warehouse.

      A pair of suits overseeing the loading of the trucks drew their attention. The obvious leader, the taller of the two, was pointing to an enormous collection of silver cylinders. “All of those have to go. Get the godsblood into the barrels, and get them the hell out of here.”

      The shorter man nodded. “Yeah, that’s what we’re doing, but we only have so many trucks, and half of them are on the dump runs.”

      “Stupid fucking idea.” The tall man was poking and prodding his iPhone, face lit by the screen’s sickly pale glow. He glared at the thing, pissed that he couldn’t get a decent signal. “It’s going to take hours to do this. We should have put all the trucks on getting the payload out.”

      The shorter man shrugged. “Nobody asked me. And it’s not like we could have left the rest of that shit just lying around. The company doesn’t need that kind of heat.”

      “You think it’s going to get any better when we dump it?” The first man coughed out a bitter laugh. “There’s going to be all kinds of heat when they find out what got into the water. Pouring  a few thousand gallons of toxic sludge into the river’s not going to hide the godsblood that leaked out.”

      “Guess they shouldn’t have fucked with us, then.” The shorter man rubbed his hands against the cold. “Look, I need to get over to the tanks and make sure they’re emptying them all. You good here?”

      “Get the fuck outta here, I got this.”

      Stevie tugged on Joe’s arm and motioned to the rear of the warehouse. He followed her deeper into the shadows and away from the activity. “We’re going to have to split up,” Stevie whispered.

      “That’s crazy.”

      “You need to stop them from getting whatever’s in those canisters out of Pitchfork. I can stop them from dumping their poison into the water. But we can’t do both if we stick together.”

      Joe rubbed his chin. “Be careful.”

      She grabbed the back of his head and pulled him in for a kiss. “You, too.”

      Stevie vanished into the shadows, gone before Joe could react.

      He hoped she knew what she was doing.
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      Stevie flitted through the warehouse like a spirit, using every trick she could muster to strengthen her veil against prying eyes. She didn’t have time to sneak around, she had to shut the fuckers down before they turned Pitchfork into a toxic wasteland. Despite her injuries, she felt more alive than she had in years. The power of the Conclave still rested within her, on loan from the other witches until this mess was over.

      Thinking about the others made Stevie’s heart ache. They’d all survived their encounter with the fallen god, but it was a near thing. Some of them wouldn’t be right for weeks, maybe months. Yet they’d all willingly given her leave to use their combined might until the threat from the godsblood was ended. Stevie could feel their pain, a distant, nagging ache, and knew how much they were suffering for her sake. While she used the bond of the Conclave to ease her own suffering, to keep on fighting instead of curling up in a ball and crying for a few weeks, they had to live with their personal agonies.

      There was also power flowing into her from another source. The earth here was corrupted by the darkness Amogen had stored in the warehouse, but, to her surprise, that seemed to amplify rather than reduce the strength it fed to Stevie through her ties to Pitchfork. She felt something disturbingly familiar rising up from the earth, joining with a darkness she’d thought she’d purged from herself. There was still some trace of the godsblood within her.

      Stevie rushed past guards at a full run, and no one even blinked. She whispered spells to give her legs extra spring and her strides vast length. She flew across the compound faster than she’d dared believe possible. She caught up with the short man and his convoy of trucks in less than a minute.

      She glanced back toward the main compound. They were far out of sight from the warehouse, and she didn’t see any other trucks headed her way. Now was as good a time as any.

      Stevie darted along the road until she was a hundred yards ahead of the lead truck. She planted her feet in the middle of the road and pulled on the strength of the earth until it sang in her veins. This, she realized, was how her mother had felt every day of her life. The Bog Witch was Pitchfork, its strength and its defender against the outside world. Stevie felt righteous in her anger. These people had come to her land to destroy her territory. They’d come as thieves. She’d make sure they never left.

      When the first truck’s headlights splashed over her, Stevie let her veil drop. The truck slammed on its brakes just as Stevie barked an eldritch curse that slashed through the vehicle’s front wheels.

      The SUV slipped on the gravel road and slewed sideways, presenting its flank to Stevie.

      She screamed a blistering string of curses that shot from her mouth with a tornado’s hellish roar. A black bolt soared down the gravel road, kicking up a rooster tail of dirt and rocks behind it, and hammered into the lead truck with a thunderous impact.

      The bolt punched through the SUV’s side and erupted into a geyser of dark energy inside the cab. Its raw force pitched the vehicle up onto two wheels before exploding out through the windows. Stevie thrust her hand forward and hissed a crooked spell that smacked the SUV like a giant’s hand. The truck tumbled into the pickup behind it, tangling both vehicles in a pile of shrieking metal and screaming men.

      A pair of trucks slid to a stop on either side of the accident, spilling armed men into the darkness. Stevie didn’t wait to see what they had planned. She lobbed a wordless hex at the truck on the right and disappeared back into her veil before the men on the left could get off a shot. She fled into the darkness beside the road.

      The hex landed with a sizzling hiss. Black tendrils rose into the air around the men, darting at their faces. The air reeked of sulfur and blood. Stricken by terror, half of the men dropped their weapons and tried to run while the other half sprayed panic fire into the darkness surrounding them. Stevie laughed at their screams and shouts of confusion, drunk with righteous fury and filled to bursting with an inhuman force that craved death and destruction.

      She leapt into the night sky, and her power carried her onto the cab of the rearmost truck. It was idling in the road, two men in its cab staring out into the darkness, trying to figure out what had happened on the road ahead of them. Stevie punched through the driver’s window and clamped her hand over his mouth to kill his scream of terror. By pure reflex, she reached into the man and tore his soul free of his body. It twitched in her grip like a burning shadow, and the man’s body went limp. Before she could stop herself, Stevie had the man’s spirit inside her, trapped in a special prison deep within her own soul. It burned, but it felt so very, very right after denying herself for so many years.

      She drew strength from the imprisoned spirit, consuming it in a single devilish gulp, and drove her fist down through the roof of the truck and into the back of the passenger’s head like a piston. Bone crunched, and the man’s life gurgled out of his slack mouth. Stevie’s rage felt good, just. The interlopers had to pay for the crimes they’d committed, and those they’d planned to commit.

      She leapt to the next truck, a golden-haired demon on a mission of vengeance. Stevie didn’t try to soften the impact of her landing this time, but drove both heels into the truck’s roof hard enough to punch six-inch divots into the metal. One of the men shouted and shoved a gun out of the window, but Stevie didn’t give him a chance to fire it. She pointed a finger, and a tendril of shadow whipped down and into the window, blasting through the man’s skull from ear to ear. His partner shrieked and ran, slapping at the gore stippling his face as he fled. Stevie let him get a few yards away before leaping again.

      She landed on him with both feet. His spine snapped, and he crumpled, skidding across the dewy grass with Stevie crouched on his back. He moaned, and she stomped down on his skull, crushing his face into the earth.

      The rest of the crews were out of their vehicles, shouting and firing their weapons into the night. Stevie felt a lucky shot crease the air next to her left ear, and a wicked grin spilled across her face She felt alive, really alive, and she would have her vengeance on those who’d hurt her and hers. The time for playing was over.

      Thick clouds scudded across the stars and moon in answer to the Bog Witch’s need for darkness. Thunder crackled and shook the earth. Sheets of rain poured from the night sky, churning the earth into mud. Lightning crawled through the clouds like jagged serpents, ready to strike at Stevie’s command. She laughed, and the thunder answered. Stevie threw her head back, and her wet hair slapped against her back. She ran for the trucks.

      By the time she reached them, the men had other things on their minds. They were shooting into the trees on the far side of the road, shouting to one another as they filled the air with a storm of lead and a thunder all their own. Stevie kept her head low and skirted to the edge of the firing line.

      Ghostly shapes burst from the trees in an unruly, shifting charge. They flopped and surged and flowed like strange water, crossing the ground even as bullets punched into their pale flesh and spilled their black blood. The sheer weight of shots being fired had slowed their advance, but they had no intention of stopping. They hissed and chattered and pushed into the withering hail. They didn’t flinch or scream as the bullets tore into them, but simply kept pushing forward, leaning into the barrage of bullets. A boy-thing with no head crawled forward, the black core of its body leaking onto the grass beneath it.

      Stevie threw her power behind the firing line. Bolts of lightning plowed into the earth behind the trucks, chasing the men forward.

      One man was too slow to move, and a bolt sheared through the left side of his body. His arm exploded off his torso like a firework, spilling blood and flame as it spun through the air. His face became a charcoal mask, and spikes of electric blue power burst from his eyes as he fell to his knees.

      That got the rest of them moving.

      The gap between the black-blooded boys and the men narrowed to a few yards, then a few feet. They were running out of ammunition, and the boys were not running out of determination.

      Stevie watched as the two forces met. There were so many boys—she prayed they weren’t all Pitchfork’s children—the gunmen never had a chance. White forms crashed into the men and bore them down through sheer weight of numbers. The men screamed as little fists pounded against them, as tiny fingers pushed into their noses and ears and eyes or forced themselves down their throats.

      That drew Stevie’s anger. The last thing she needed was to have these little fuckers recruiting more soldiers to their cause through infection. Flush with power and swollen with rage, Stevie decided to end the threat at its root. She reached spectral fingers into the nearest black-blooded boy and clenched her witch’s fist around the parasite within.

      She gasped in surprise - there was nothing left of the boy except for the parasite. It had filled its flesh to the fullest, which explained their strange inner workings. The boys here were gone. All that remained were their parasites, linked together to form a single, savage mind. “Fuck you,” Stevie growled, and ripped the dark infestation loose.

      The first black-blooded boy popped like an overfilled appendix. The second collapsed into a jittering heap that melted away to nothing. The third burst into black flames that burnt away its skin and left behind the spastic parasite.

      Stevie’s attack picked up speed, shredding the black-blooded boys and chaining their linked parasites to her horrible power. The men that were not yet dead screamed as they were showered with the debris of the boys. Some tried to scramble for cover, but bolts of lightning skewered them as they fled, blowing them into sizzling meat debris before they got far.

      The last of the black-blooded boys evaporated, and Stevie held the horrid parasite aloft. It was enormous, a twitching orb more than a hundred yards across. Lightning struck it once, then again, and again. Bolts of hellish power tore into the parasite, purifying it, destroying it.

      Stevie roared a challenge at the dying parasite, a primal threat she wanted it to carry back to whatever hell it had crawled from. She wanted it to know who’d destroyed it, wanted it to know what she planned for its brothers.

      The flat crack of a gunshot echoed in the silence between thunderbolts. Stevie saw the muzzle flare from the other side of the dying parasite, saw the glowing bullet pass into and through the smoking darkness and come out the other side coated in a slick, black slime. In that moment, Stevie knew she was about to die.

      She couldn’t divert her power away from the parasite until it was dead; if she did, it would turn on her and fill her to bursting with its vile strength. She tried to catch the bullet with a blast of lightning, but she was too slow.

      The bullet plunged through her side, and Stevie screamed in pain and outrage. She felt it clip her ribcage and tumble, spinning farther to the right, spiraling along her side before it blew an exit hole in her armpit and disappeared into the night.

      The blinding pain spurred her power to greater heights. Lightning rained down around her with such ferocity her whole world became a blue-white sheet of death. She felt the parasite die in her grasp, burned to nothingness by the purifying power of her lightning. She felt the last of the men die, as well, their bodies torn asunder by the storm.

      The wound in her side throbbed and twitched like a living thing. The bullet hadn’t torn through anything important, but Stevie knew it had done something worse. The parasite was in her now, smeared along her bone and muscle. She’d burnt through most of her available power during her righteous attack, exhausting even the strength from the Conclave, and the new injury left her too weak to heal herself, and far too vulnerable to deal with the parasite now within her. Stevie clutched her hand to her side and stumbled away from the carnage, hoping she hadn’t cost herself the war by winning this battle.
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      Joe ran from the Amogen loading site, heading for his old pickup as fast as his legs would carry him. Luckily, all the goons seemed intent on packing up the trucks, and weren’t watching for someone leaving their makeshift depot.

      He’d hoped the sheriff would throw him a few cruisers to tie things up, but that hadn’t panned out. He didn’t even have Stevie to back him up, which meant Joe had to plug the hole the shit was trying to flow through, and keep it plugged, all by his lonesome. He patted his shotgun for luck and shrugged his satchel up higher on his shoulder. “This should be fun.”

      The access road to the Amogen headquarters was long and winding. He knew the trucks wouldn’t be able to get in and out of it at a steady clip, they’d be constantly bogging down to let one another pass and to navigate the turns and corners. He still had time to catch them and pin them in before they could get out to the highway. If he could create a big enough mess on the road, the trucks would be backed up for hours, at the least.

      But he wouldn’t have long to put his plan in motion. The first truck would be the one he needed to catch. If it got away from him, there’d be no point in stopping the others.

      The old pickup screamed to a stop, slewing sideways as Joe slammed on the emergency brake and spun the wheel to the left. He came to a stop across the road, leaving only a few feet on either side of the truck. “One roadblock, check.”

      Joe picked up the satchel he’d packed from the passenger side of the bench seat and shrugged it over his head. He grabbed his shotgun and slung its strap around his neck in the opposite direction. He was as ready as he’d ever be.

      He left the old truck running and scrambled off to the side of the road, hunkered down in a patch of thick bushes. The winter wind found its way inside his duster as he waited, shaking shivers from his chilled bones. It kept trying to snatch his hat away, too. “I’m not buying another hat,” he grumbled and pushed his hat down firmer around his ears.

      A truck’s grumbling engine reached Joe’s ears, and he drew one of his revolvers. He tucked his other hand inside his satchel, taking comfort from his backup plan. The headlights came next, a pair of high-beam halogens that shot silver-blue lances through the night. Joe dropped lower as the truck came nearer. It slowed when its beams landed on Joe’s pickup, then came to a complete stop. The driver laid on the horn, and Joe used the noise to cover his approach. He scrambled out of cover and up to the side of the truck. On his last step, he reared back and swung the shotgun’s stock into the driver’s window, showering the unsuspecting man with a chunks of flying safety glass.

      Before either of the men in the truck could gather their senses, Joe had both shotgun barrels pressed to the driver’s head. “Keys. Slowly.”

      The driver killed the SUV and took the keys from the ignition with exaggerated care. He held the keys up so Joe could see them, then tossed them onto the dash. “You don’t want to do this,” the man said. “You are really stirring up a mess of shit for yourself.”

      Joe nudged the man’s head with the shotgun. “Get out of the truck. Try anything fancy, and your little buddy’s going to be cleaning your brains off his nice clean shirt.”

      The guard got out of the truck, moving slow enough that Joe had no trouble keeping the barrels trained on him. “Look, if you let us go, I won’t say anything. We’ll just drive out of here, and no one will come looking for you. This shit is done here.”

      Joe kept the barrels trained on the man. “What, exactly, are you fuckers doing?”

      The guard shrugged. “Just moving the shit out, man. We got all there was to get, and now the boss is moving it out of town for the auction.”

      “Auction?”

      “This is what I mean,” the man said. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. Important people are expecting this shit. People with the kind of pull that can wipe you off the map so completely no one will ever know what happened to you.”

      Joe grinned in the reflected light of the halogens, his face a ghostly rictus. “They can try, but I’m full of surprises. Now, move away from the truck.”

      “I can’t let you take it.” The guard turned toward Joe, black veins pulsing beneath his skin. His eyes flared red. “Let us go, we let you live.”

      The man’s voice had taken on a cavernous monotone that Joe recognized from Pari’s house. “Oh, fuck this.”

      The man lunged, and Joe squeezed one of the shotgun’s triggers. The shotgun roared, and the guard’s head disappeared in the cloud of fire and smoke. His body hit the ground, black blood oozing from the shredded stump of his neck. The second guard threw open the door and scrambled out the far side of the vehicle, escaping before Joe could get unleash the shotgun’s second barrel.

      Joe let the shotgun dangle from its sling and drew his pistol. He skirted around the front of the SUV and took aim at the fleeing guard. He fired once, twice, knocking the man flat into the dirt. Joe didn’t have any illusions about the guard staying down - he was likely pumped full of the same shit as his buddy, and the parasite had proven hard to kill.

      He rushed over to the second fallen man and dragged him back to the SUV. There were a pair of scorched holes in  the man’s jacket, but he was struggling to right himself even as Joe loaded him into the back of the SUV next to the plastic drum.

      The man with the shotgunned stump for a head wasn’t doing any moving, but Joe could see the parasite trying to patch him back together. Already most of his neck was smoothed over, and a jaw was beginning to form. Joe stamped down on the fragile reconstruction, erasing the parasite’s work. “Not so fast, fucker.”

      Joe yanked the driver’s door open and pulled the guard out by his arm. The man hit the gravel road and more black blood splashed out of his ruined neck. Joe grabbed him by the ankles and dragged him to the back of the SUB. He didn’t bother putting him into the SUV’s hatchback next to his buddy, which would have involved Joe getting the black blood all over himself. This close to so much of the stuff, Joe was feeling queasy. He could hear the Long Man and the Haunter yammering at the back of his head, words in a language older than men, older than anything on this earth. But he understood one of the words, and it chilled him to the bone.

      Godsblood.

      Joe reached into his pocket and drew out the contingency plan. Three sticks of dynamite, strapped together with electrical tape, their fuses wound to a single, thick cord. By Joe’s guess, he’d have three minutes once he lit the fuse to get the fuck out of there before the primitive bomb went off. He’d have to time this just right.

      He waited until he could see another pair of headlights cresting the ridge behind the SUV, then lit the fuse. He tossed the dynamite in next to the dead guard and the barrel of godsblood, then scrambled into the brush for cover. He watched as the second pair of headlights joined the first. The newcomers stopped and piled out of their vehicle, weapons drawn as they started checking things over. Joe hoped he’d timed it right, or the whole plan was shot.

      The two SUVs were side-by-side, completely blocking the road with their oversized bulk. “C’mon,” he muttered. “Just blow the fuck up.”

      And then it did. The dynamite exploded, engulfing the truck in a fireball that expanded around the second truck. Another explosion sent that SUV jumping five feet off the ground. It crashed back to earth, trailing ash and fire. The heat from burning gasoline ruptured tires, sending gobbets of melting rubber in all directions. Joe grunted with satisfaction. It wouldn’t block the road indefinitely, but it at least bought him some time to figure out how to keep the rest of the godsblood from escaping the county. And he had a few more sticks of dynamite he could use to add to the dogpile if needed.

      The cold wind blew into Joe’s face, blinding him with a blast of choking black smoke. He coughed and spat, wiping at his eyes and backing away from the wreckage. The greasy smoke clung to his eyes, turning his world black. In the darkness, Joe could hear the crackling of flames and the hissing of burst radiators leaking steaming coolant onto the road. But there were other, more chilling noises: a high-pitched chattering and the rustling slither of gravel moving downhill.

      He blinked away the smoke and fumbled with his shotgun, panic forcing him to move even before his sight had cleared enough to see where he was moving. He wrenched his ankle in a hole in the road and went down hard, clacking teeth nipping off a sliver from the tip of his tongue. Joe spat blood and curses as he rolled over onto his back and scrambled to his feet. There were white forms slipping down the hillside, colliding with one another as they came, their limbs merging and separating as if they were all part of one fluid creature.

      Joe looked back to his truck, but the pale things were already scrambling over the pickup. They were driving him away from his pickup, herding him up the road. Joe counted twenty of them, but there could have been five times that many hiding in the shadows or scuttling through the underbrush that clung to the hills on either side of the road. With his ankle banged up, it didn’t really matter—he could either run from the monsters, or run towards them and hope he could fight his way to the pickup.

      Outrunning them wasn’t an option. Even if he sucked down enough of the Long Man’s power to take a year off his life, he wouldn’t be able to move faster than the weird monsters on his tail. They were fast, and if they caught up to him, they’d beat him down.

      If he took the fight to them, though, he might have a chance. They were closing in on him, but they were still spread out enough he thought he could poke a hole in their line and get to his truck. And he’d seen what happened when they tried to stop a moving vehicle. He liked his odds of getting to the truck.

      Joe gripped his shotgun in both hands and started marching toward the night-blooded boys.
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      Joe stole power from the Long Man and the Haunter as he drew nearer the line of night-blooded boys. He felt the old monsters’ attention turn from their battle with one another to him. Their displeasure stabbed at his mind like a blunted spear, probing his defenses, trying to find some way to free themselves. They could sense the danger all around them, a power perhaps greater than their own, and they were frantic to be free of Joe’s prison before he got himself killed and they all went to hell together. “No such fucking luck,” he growled.

      The stolen might bolstered his injured ankle enough to let Joe run, and he put his speed to good use. He darted toward the thinnest point in the line of boys, where they overlapped the least. Getting drawn into a pitched battle while the rest of the freaks gathered to wear him down was not part of the plan.

      The boys threw themselves at him, rushing across the ground on short legs, fists pumping as they surged toward the fight. They were trying to correct their course, to tighten the noose before he could slip through, but they’d seen Joe’s plan too late.

      A pair of the monstrous boys launched themselves at Joe, and he bulled through them as if they weren’t even there. He knocked another one of the boys sprawling with the butt of his shotgun, then ducked away from the groping hands of its neighbors on either side. The line howled and reversed itself, turning to catch their prey.

      But now he was on the other side of their trap, and most of the creatures were farther away from him. They’d been trying to encircle him, forming a U with its ends up on the hillsides, and now only the rounded curve that had been on the road had any chance of catching him at all.

      He slung the shotgun up onto his back and put everything he had into running. Though Joe knew he had a lead, he also knew he was going to need a bigger one if he was going to be able to get into the truck without getting torn down by the pack rushing up behind him. He’d need a good five seconds to rip the truck’s door open, clamber in, and get the door shut. He might be able to shave a couple of seconds off that, but he still needed more time than he’d have if the boys were hot on his tail. He didn’t want to be one of the horror movie cliché victims, scrabbling at the truck door as the monsters knocked him to the ground and tore his guts out. Lowering his head, he put all his energy into moving faster.

      Joe made it to the truck, but he could hear the high-pitched voices of his pursuers. They were still too close. He spun around and put his back to the truck’s door. He tried not to think about where these monsters had come from and pulled both of the shotgun’s triggers.

      The nearest boys were cut down where they stood, the terrific blast and engulfing flame of the supernatural weapon chewing through their torsos like they were made of fog. The shot had enough oomph left to punch through faces and chests and arms and legs of the boys in the second line, dropping them in their tracks.

      A few in the third line took some lead, as well, but the pellets inflicted only flesh wounds, most of its energy spent. Still, it gave them pause, and that was all Joe needed.

      He yanked the truck door open and dragged himself inside before slamming it. Joe threw the truck into gear and stomped on the gas, sending it spinning in a rough semicircle until it was pointed down the road away from the mine. He hoped the makeshift roadblock would be enough to hold the convoy of godsblood long enough to give him time to come up with a new plan. For now, he had to get away from the monsters. He wasn’t going to do anyone any good if he died.

      The boys didn’t wait to get run down. They fled from the road as soon as the truck’s headlights outlined them, their elongated shadows fracturing off in a dozen different directions. Joe wanted to plow the truck through them, they were a symptom of a deep, consuming rot in Pitchfork, something he wanted to destroy. But when they dodged away from his headlights, there was relief, too. These were children, someone’s little boys gone horribly wrong because they’d had the misfortune to quench their thirst with tainted water.

      Joe didn’t want to kill these kids. He wanted to kill the people who’d made them. Unfortunately, he’d long ago learned that those most deserving of death were the ones who avoided its clutches the longest. He swore he’d find those assholes and make them pay. Somehow.

      But first, he had to get the fuck out of there and find some reinforcements, come up with a new plan. He saw the trucks still burning in his rearview, pallid forms moving back toward the fires, and crossed his fingers that the mess would be enough to keep the rest of the godsblood from slipping out of the county.

      Joe hoped Stevie was having better luck than he’d had.

      He was just turning away off the mine’s access road when the pickup jolted up onto two tires and Joe’s world skidded hard to the left. The steering wheel tore itself from his grip, and Joe was hurled out of his seat as the truck flipped onto its roof. Glass sprayed inward, filling the car with tumbling sparks of light.

      The pickup slid across the gravel, coming to rest against the hillside. Blazing light poured into its interior, blinding Joe as he tried to get his bearings. He rolled onto his hands and knees, but before he could move, rough hands locked onto his shoulders and jerked him out of the truck and onto his feet. His legs wobbled underneath him, and he could taste blood at the back of his throat.

      “Well, what do we have here?” a man asked. Joe blinked against the glare of the headlights, but all he could make out were bulky shadows.

      Joe took a deep breath and tried to concentrate, to draw up the strength to put these assholes down. His head spun, and his stomach lurched with the effort. The Long Man and the Haunter gibbered at the back of his mind, but their voices were distorted and seemed much too far away to ever reach him.

      A shadow moved closer to Joe, and a firm hand gripped his chin. The man tilted his head back, and Joe could make out pallid skin shot through with thick, black veins. He struggled against the hand, but only managed to set his world spinning again. “You’re going to make a fine addition to the auction.”

      The men holding him let Joe sag to his knees. One of them bent his arms back straight behind him and wrapped his wrists in biting plastic restraints.

      Something heavy smashed into the back of Joe’s head, and the lights went out with a bang.
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      Al watched his little sister sleep with a mixture of awe and dread. Asleep, she looked like a scruffy angel, with golden hair tangled around her shoulders, pale cheeks flushed red, little hands still at her sides. He was grateful that her fingers were curled under, so he didn’t have to see the rusty stains under her nails.

      He was used to being the monster, the one in the family that no one quite trusted because he was dangerous. For most of his life, Al had lived on the ragged edge of survival, forever one bad moment away from falling to the beast and hurting, even killing, another person. Over the past few months, he’d learned to accept his power and come to terms with it. He’d discovered where his triggers were hidden, the things that could trip him up and cause him to lose control. More importantly, he’d learned to unleash the beast form time to time, let it run with the pack, to keep it sated and subdued.

      But all of that was gone now. There was some remnant of the thing from the water, a dark thread woven through the fabric of his flesh, and it was changing him in ways he didn’t understand. He was terrified of what it was doing to him, of the way it made him feel. He was stronger, there was no doubt of that, but he no longer felt comfortable in his own skin. Al was filled with a constant desire, an ache, to change, to become something strange and new, some creature he couldn’t yet imagine.

      Elsa shifted under her blankets, lips quirking up into a faint smile as she dreamed. A scab slid free from the left corner of her mouth, slipped down her chubby cheeks, and vanished into the folds of her sheets.

      His sister was changing, too, more than he’d imagined possible. Al sagged against the wall of her bedroom and crushed his palms into his eyes, trying to drive away the memories.

      Elsa in the snow, her hands curled like talons, hooked into the tawny fur of a fallen doe. Elsa, her mouth pressed to a gaping wound in the deer’s throat. Elsa, gulping blood and gnawing flesh like a wild animal.

      He’d pulled her from the carcass, tearing her away from the kill even as she’d kicked and cursed at him in a voice that wasn’t hers, using words Al didn’t understand. Al had held her in his lap, ignoring the cold as he stroked her hair while she twitched in his arms.

      “Mama,” she’d gasped, “hold on.”

      The world around them had shuddered and jerked like an out-of-focus film. Al had clutched his sister to his chest as the ground shuddered and rolled. Threads of black fire had blazed in the creek, bleeding gun smoke plumes into the winter sky.

      The earth had cracked and moaned, releasing sulfurous fumes that drove Al back toward the house. Elsa’s skin was hot against him and she’d thrashed in his arms, fighting some unseen force.

      “The Eye,” she’d gasped, “the Eye sees us all.”

      A tiny hand brushing his cheek dragged Al out of the pit of his memories. He opened his eyes to Elsa’s smile. She kissed him on the forehead. “Mama did it. She cleaned up the stuff in the water.”

      Al blinked. Elsa had slept through his mother’s arrival and hadn’t been awake when she left with Joe. “How do you know?”

      Elsa grinned. “Because I was there. I helped her do it.”

      He ruffled her hair and pulled her into his lap. “You were not, big fibber. You’ve been here all morning.”

      Elsa shook her head. “Part of me was here. Part of me was with Mama. She needed me to help her. Just like she’ll need us later.”

      Her hair tickled his nose, and Al brushed it away. “I think they’ve got a handle on things now. All you’re gonna do today is rest up from whatever that foolishness was this morning.”

      “I don’t need to rest. I’m stronger, now.” She tugged at his fingers with her much smaller hands, pulling them this way and that. “You’re stronger, too.”

      “You think so, do you?”

      Elsa pulled his hand across her, snuggling into his chest. “I know you’re stronger. But you have to stop fighting it.”

      Al grunted. It would be easier to stop fighting it if he had any idea what it was. “I don’t know if I can. I’m not even sure I want to stop fighting. It’s trying to change me, Elsa.”

      Her delicate fingers traced circles in his palm. “You can’t stay the same forever. You need this change.”

      “How do you know?” Al closed his fist around Elsa’s hands. “How can you be so sure about this?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then let me show you. Close your eyes, and come with me.”

      Al let his breath leak out of his nostrils. He closed his eyes and hugged Elsa close. “All right, little Sister. Show me.”

      The tunnel stretched out in front of him, narrow and low ceilinged as a snake’s burrow. A sluggish stream, black and sticky, flowed down the center of the tunnel’s floor. The air smelled of meat, old and desiccated, flayed carcasses left to dry in salted caves for uncounted years.

      “You have to walk,” Elsa said. “You have to come to me.”

      Her voice echoed, urging him to walk, to come to her, over and over again. He plodded forward, the stream sucking at his shoes, making every step an effort. The walls closed in on him, pressing against his shoulders. They were cold and spongy, an insistent but yielding pressure that he had to push against to move ahead.

      His breath caught in his lungs, and he choked on his fear. He couldn’t see his sister, couldn’t hear her anymore. The walls pressed in on him, pushing him forward even as they threatened to smother him.

      “I can’t do this,” Al gasped, panic crushing him.

      Elsa’s tiny hand, pale against the dark walls, reached through the gap between the walls to grab Al’s hair. Her fingers tangled in it, and Al followed her tugs. She led him up the stream, through the constricting passage, until they came at last to a chamber with four passages leading away from it. A great, black pool dominated the floor, and the darkness spilled out of it and into each of the tunnels, moving as slow as chilled honey.

      Elsa’s breath was soft and warm against Al’s ear. “This is where it comes from. This is its heart.”

      The drills ground through the ceiling, stabbing through the spongy roof and into the chamber. Al sensed their insatiable thirst. They’d burrowed through thousands of feet of dirt and limestone and granite, and found their target at long last. They plunged into the black pool and drank, mechanical mosquitoes with bottomless bellies.

      “They stole from it. They stole its blood.” Elsa’s whispers became urgent, her voice thick with despair. “And they spilled some of it, they slopped the blood of a dying god like it was a cup of milk, and that’s what the thing in the water is, Al. Godsblood.”

      He became one with the godsblood, rushed up through the drills. He slipped through their joints, oozed into the spaces in the earth, flowed into the great hidden lakes within the stones of Pitchfork. He poured into wells and swam up pipes. He slipped into bodies, living, dead, dying, and turned them to its will. He called them, its guardians, and they swarmed through the darkness on ropy limbs, their pale flesh and burning red eyes borne as his mark.

      “We were wrong,” Elsa whispered. “They came for its blood, to take back what was stolen. But I turned them away.”

      “Because they recognized you,” Al murmured, half his mind in the present, the other half remembering the nightmares of a dying god. “They recognized the power in you.”

      “In us. All of us.” Elsa’s voice trailed off as she struggled to find the words. “If you’re weak, the godsblood will enslave you, make you do what the dying god wants. You’ll become one of the night-blooded boys. But if you’re strong…”

      An army of demons swarmed across the landscape. Nightmare-bred monsters squirmed into the world of men through gaps in the veil between worlds, their chaotic forms and shifting souls as corrosive to this world as a cup of hydrochloric acid thrown into unshielded eyes. They dissolved everything they touched, they consumed the very earth they trod upon. They were unstoppable, vanquishing all who opposed them. Al stood in their path, blocking their progress.

      A fist of terror squeezed Al’s heart, twisting it in his chest until he thought it would burst. “Make it stop. Please. I can’t—”

      The tide of evil slammed into Al. The demons clambered over his body, dragging him to the ground. Where they touched his skin, it burned like the bites of a thousand fire ants. Al felt himself boiling away beneath the horde. He changed, his blood seething with a newfound rage. Something ignited within his veins, and he rose from the fray, throwing demons from his back. The power of a god throbbed in his chest, and his body shifted, transforming into a windmill of pain and power. A dozen arms sprouted from his back, and their claws sliced through the demons like razor blades through the soft belly fat of a harvest sow. The monsters cowered before him, shrieking at the sight of their own nightmare made flesh.

      The vision broke apart, shattering in Al’s mind like a thrown mirror. He gasped for air, and his eyes shot open. “That wasn’t me.”

      “Not yet.”

      “I can’t be that,” Al sputtered. “That’s not me.”

      Elsa held his head in her hands, cradling his face in her tiny palms. “You have to listen now, Al. A time is coming when you need to be what you’ve seen. Don’t fight the godsblood, let it help you.”

      He met his sister’s eyes, tears welling in his own. The thing in the vision was a monster, a beast of rage and violence. It was everything he’d fought not to become. He could feel the godsblood twisting inside him, urging him to accept it, to become one with it. The thought of giving in, of becoming that thing for any reason, made Al want to vomit. “What if I can’t?”

      “Then we’re all gonna die, big Brother. You can bet on that.”
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      Stevie’s guts felt like they were going to leak out of the hole in her side. The walk back to where she’d left the Rambler felt like a dozen miles, not the single mile it was in reality. Every step sent ragged pulses of pain clawing out from the bullet wound, digging its way deeper and deeper into her. She wanted to fall over and rest, just flop down in the middle of the road and sleep. Or die. But if she rested now, if she let her guard down for even a moment, then the blood of the dying god she’d spent the day pissing off would consume her. She had no doubt of that.

      She focused on getting away from the mine, one foot in front of the other, one yard after the next. The hell she’d rained down had obliterated anyone within its range, but she couldn’t be sure that was all of them. She knew for a fact that most of the head honchos hadn’t been there. She’d killed off the muscle and middle management, but there were probably dozens more ready to step into their shoes. Amogen was a big company, and it was going to be very, very pissed when it found out what she’d done. She had to get gone before the hammer came down.

      When she stumbled onto the little access road where she’d left the Rambler, she almost cried with relief. The sturdy wagon was waiting for her, the black shadow of her veil shielding it from any eyes but her own. Stevie picked her way up the gravel road, every step a greater effort than the one before. By the time she got to the Rambler, it was all she could do to get the door open and slip inside before her eyes fluttered closed.

      Just a few minutes, Stevie thought, just need to catch my breath. Then I'll be up again.

      But when she opened her eyes, Stevie realized more than a few minutes had passed. The first glimmers of dawn were stretching pink fingers up over the edge of the horizon. Birds sang from the underbrush, mocking her for the time she spent sleeping.

      The Rambler's door was still hanging open, and the cold had seeped into Stevie's muscles. It took her most of a minute to unfold her legs and stretch her arms over her head. The wound in her side throbbed like a rotten tooth, an insistent, angry pain. She didn't have time to waste looking at it. She'd have to hope it wasn't too bad, and give it the attention it deserved what she returned home.

      She slammed the door closed, shoved the key in the ignition, and fired up the Rambler's muscular engine. The old wagon responded with a throaty rumble, the pulse of the engine vibrating through the steering wheel. Stevie threw the car into drive and headed for home.

      The drive back to the big house was an exercise in frustration and pain. Whenever Stevie pushed the Rambler too hard, the engine’s vibration aggravated the wound in her side. After a few moments of that, she'd have to slow down or risk blacking out from the intense pain knifing into her side. The going was too slow, and the sun had almost risen by the time she got back home.

      When she pulled up to the big house, Stevie's heart leapt into her throat. The house was dark, the shades pulled over its many windows. Joe's truck was not in the driveway.

      She dragged herself out of the Rambler, every step a new experience in pain. She took the steps up to the door slowly, leaning on the creaking railing as she went. She fumbled with the lock, but was able to get the bolt open.

      Stevie was tapped out. She'd never thrown around so much power in one day. Even for the Bog Witch, what she'd done had been an incredible display of supernatural strength.

      And now she was paying the price.

      The door swung away from Stevie, and she toppled forward onto her hands and knees. She crawled into the house, a low moan leaking from her lips. The wound in her side felt like it was on fire, the pain graduating from a throbbing pang to a stabbing, gnawing, agony. It wasn’t just the injury, it was the wrath of the dying god reaching out to punish her for what she’d done.

      The house was quiet. Lying on the floor, Stevie could feel the hum of the refrigerator throbbing through the floorboards like the faint, rumbling breath of the house. But there were no other sounds. Joe wasn’t waiting for her in his big chair, neither of her children were waiting for her on the couch.

      Though she fought it, sleep came for Stevie once more. And, once more, pain dragged her back to the world of the waking. The bullet holes in her side still ached, but her strength was returning. She rose to her knees, then pulled herself up to her feet with one hand on the arm of the couch. She reached out and slid back the curtain and was relieved to find that while the sun was up, she hadn’t slept through the morning.

      Stevie hobbled to Elsa's room. She opened the door and peered inside, but the bed was empty. That meant Elsa was either spending the night in Al's room, or the kids were missing.

      She had to find her family. Stevie made her way to the base of the stairs and began the long walk to the second floor. Her overworked muscles complained, and the wound in her side threatened to drop her to her knees with every step she took, but she had to know her children were safe.

      At the top of the steps, Stevie paused to catch her breath. Darts of silver light swarmed across her vision, and for a moment she was terrified of falling backward down the stairs.

      Stevie lurched forward, preferring to fall on her face rather than take a tumble down the stairs. She rounded the landing to Al's room with her pulse in her ears. Stevie didn't know what she would do if her children weren’t here. She was too weak to go hunting for them and would need time to restore her energy. Time her children might not have.

      Her trembling hand hesitated before turning the knob on Al's door. "Please be here," she prayed to any god who might be listening.

      Stevie's breath eased out of her lungs with a slow, shivering hiss. Al was asleep in his bed, sitting upright with his back against the wall. Elsa was curled up in his lap like an overgrown kitten, the tangled mane of her golden-blonde hair spilling across one of Al's knees. All Stevie wanted to do was lie down with her children and rest.

      But there wasn't time for that. Her husband should've been home by now, and the fact that he wasn't filled Stevie with a growing dread.

      She reached out and brushed a handful of stray hairs from Al's forehead. His eyes flickered under their lids, and his arms closed protectively around Elsa. A moment later, his nostrils flared, and he opened his eyes.

      "It's okay," Stevie said. "It's just me."

      Al's eyes lowered from her face to the bloody smear on Stevie's side. "You're hurt."

      Stevie forced a smile and rested her hand on Al’s shoulder. "Come downstairs, I need your help."

      She didn't wait for him to follow, but headed downstairs on her own. Her energy was returning and she felt stronger, but she was nowhere near full strength. The fire in her side pulsed with angry pain at every step. She needed to get the holes cleaned and stitched up, or she would never get through the things she needed to do today.

      Stevie fetched her medical kit from the utility room and brought it in to the kitchen table. She used the fabric shears from the kit to slice her shirt off, careful not to reopen the wound in her side.

      With her shirt cut away, she could finally get a good look at the hole. The edges of the wound were crusted with dried blood and torn flesh. Stevie cleaned the mess away with a gauze pad doused in alcohol, a slow and painful process that left her trembling.

      Al appeared in the kitchen and took the bloody wad of cotton away from her. He crouched down next to his mother to get a better look at her injury. Stevie rested one hand on his shoulder. "It's not as bad as it looks."

      Her son met her eyes, and a crooked grin stretched across his face. "No, it's a hell of a lot worse."

      Stevie took a needle and thread from the medical kit and held them out for Al. "Going to need you to stitch this up."

      Al sniffed at the holes, and his face twisted with disgust. He could smell the godsblood, but this was different from what was in Elsa and him. It was a deadly intruder, bent on killing, not transforming. “You're infected."

      She nodded and let out a deep sigh. "I know, and I'm going to deal with it. Right now we have other things to worry about."

      He took the needle and thread and went to work. Over the past couple of months he'd had a lot of experience patching up the black hounds. Those dogs were always getting cut up by one another or the animals they hunted. Al had gotten good with stitches, and Stevie was grateful she spent the time showing him how to do it right."There you go. Almost good as new."

      Stevie craned her head around to get a look at her son’s handiwork. The stitches, all twenty of them, were nice and straight. "Looks good. Shouldn't leave much of a scar."

      But they both knew scar was the least of her worries. If she didn't get that infection cleaned up, get the parasite out of her body, she didn’t have long to live. If she made it through the day, it would be a miracle.

      Al flopped down in a chair at the kitchen table. He gestured at her fresh stitches. "This is why you should take me with you when you out on adventures with the old man.”

      Stevie didn't have the time or the energy for an argument. "Wake up your sister, we need to get on the road."

      Once Al was gone, Stevie got to work on the next part of her plan. She unclasped the locket from around her neck and laid it on the table in front of her. There were three tiny beeswax balls inside the locket, one for each member of her family. Each ball held a single hair, a precaution she'd taken after the mess with the half-made girls.

      She took a fresh needle from the medical kit, threaded it, and speared it through the wax ball with Joe's hair. Stevie closed her eyes and murmured a handful of ancient words. She felt the thread twitch in her hands. The dangling wax ball tugged at the thread like a dog straining at its leash, pointing the way to Joe.

      "I'm coming," Stevie whispered, "just hang in there."
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      Joe struggled against the plastic restraints binding his wrists. All he got for his troubles was more blood leaking down his hands and a powerful slap across the back of his head that knocked the sense out of him again. His brain felt bruised inside the shell of his skull. There was a constant, high-pitched ringing in both of his ears that made it impossible for him to concentrate for more than a few seconds. He could hear the panicked chatter of the Long Man and the Haunter in the back of his mind, but he couldn't reach out for their power. He was too rattled, his mind too shaken, to get the job done.

      They were transporting him inside a windowless cargo vehicle, probably some sort of panel van. He could hear the hum of tires on asphalt from beneath him, but with no windows and a concussion scrambling his brain, Joe had no way to tell which direction they were taking him or how long they'd been driving. It could've been a couple of hours, it could've been a couple of days. Joe was too dizzy and sick and tired to even take a guess at how much time had passed.

      There were guards in the darkness with him, but he couldn’t tell how many. From time to time they'd slap him around, smack him in the head with truncheons, or just wail on him with their fists. He didn't resist, but it didn't seem to matter. They wanted him alive, but they also wanted him beaten down and submissive.

      There were just getting started on another beating when the transport stopped. A heavy rolling door rattled up, and Joe's cage was flooded by a blinding light. Hands closed around his shoulders and ankles, and he was yanked up from where he was sitting and hauled out of the vehicle. A blast of wintry air stung his cuts and bruises, but it was also welcome, a brisk reminder that he wasn't quite dead yet.

      They carried him facedown, so all Joe could see was smooth black asphalt that gave way to smoother marble stairs. He crossed over a wide threshold, and they carried him over a carpet so deep and red and lush his eyes got lost in it. There were more stairs, a curved wooden set that seemed to go on for hours. The carpet at the top of the staircase was a black so dark it ate the light.

      They stopped moving, and Joe heard someone working a series of locks. He counted three before his confused mind gave up. It felt like they were seriously overestimating his abilities at this point, since he doubted he had the strength to even stand on his own, much less attempt an escape.

      Joe's handlers hauled him into the room and sat him up in a wooden chair. He heard a metallic snip, and the bonds around his wrists gave way, letting his hands flop down to his sides.

      "You're going to be a good boy now." The man's voice was smooth, cultured. The kind of voice you heard in a country club or boardroom. "Because if you're not, we’re going to head out to that shithole you live in, and cut your wife's head off."

      Rage gave Joe the strength he needed to lift his head and glare at the man through the one eye he could still open. He didn't say anything, but used the little energy he had left to remember the man's smooth, unlined face. He promised himself to hurt this one before he killed him.

      They left him alone with his pain. He'd been so close, only to have everything fall apart. Joe leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. He thought of a dozen things he could've done differently. Maybe if he’d brought Al along, his son would've been able to fight off the men who'd kidnapped him. Maybe if he'd spent more time working with the sheriff, showing her what she needed to see, instead of the months he’d wasted nursing his wounds, he would've had the backup he needed. For that matter, if he hadn't fucked over the Long Man, he might've had the strength to fight off those who’d taken him.

      But that kind of thinking wasn't getting him anywhere. He opened his eyes and looked around the room. It was a narrow cell with concrete walls, floor, and ceiling. The door looked sturdy, and Joe could see now that it had five different locks set into it. A trio of LED panels embedded in the ceiling shed a cold, dim light. Other than the chair he sat in, there was nothing else in the room. "I guess busting out of here isn't on the table."

      He folded his hands in his lap and tried to concentrate. His head was still swimming from the knocks he'd taken, but he could still feel the presence of the warring powers in the back of his skull. They faded in and out, like the Doppler signals of a long-distance AM radio station. When he tried to reach out for them, to pull on the power he needed to heal himself, it was like trying to grab water with his bare fists. He could snatch dribs and drabs, enough to take the edge off the worst of his injuries, but he wasn't going to be winning prize fights anytime soon.

      He didn't even have his badge. Somewhere along the way, they'd stripped off his duster and badge, taken his guns, even hauled off his belt and his boots. That left him with nothing to use, no tools or weapons. All he had left was a burning desire for vengeance, and a stubborn will to live.

      He hoped it would be enough.
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      Stevie followed the wax ball, driving over the hills and through the valleys of Pitchfork County in pursuit of her husband. It was a frustrating experience, because the ball always pointed directly towards Joe. It didn't take into account the maze-like layout of Pitchfork's country roads, nor its tortured topography. "If I was a crow," Stevie said, "this would be a much more impressive spell."

      Al, his eyes glued to the GPS, snorted. He held the boxy device out so Stevie could see its glowing screen. Though the mountains often blocked GPS signals, he could at least get an overview of where they were traveling. "Just get on the highway, and head north. Near as I can tell from the circle we're driving in, that's the direction they took him."

      Stevie clenched her fists around the Rambler's steering wheel, and glared at the wax ball dangling on its thread from the rearview mirror. "I need to learn some better spells.”

      She kept her foot to the floor and pushed the Rambler to its limits. Al and Elsa held on tight as the old wagon screamed around corners, spraying up gravel and leaving smoking rubber trails in its wake. Stevie hit the highway doing eighty, and the Rambler lunged forward onto the smooth asphalt. She lifted her left hand from the wheel and contorted her fingers in a painful pattern, then spat a series of broken syllables into the night air. Shadows crawled over the car, ensuring she wasn't going to be stopped by some highway patrolman looking to fill his speeding quota.

      But the spell cost her. She tasted blood in the back of her throat, and her lips felt cracked and raw, as if she'd been out too long in the biting cold. She was stretching herself too far, and had depleted the strength she could draw the from land and the Conclave. Any spell she cast now would extract its power from her own body and soul. She had to be careful.

      Her tracking spell led her up I-44 for an hour into the outskirts of St. Louis. The wax ball jerked suddenly to the north, and Stevie whipped the Rambler onto an exit ramp. She followed the ball for another twenty minutes, cruising slowly through the suburbs. The neighborhoods transformed around her, changing from poor, to middle class, and then spiking up suddenly to the very wealthy. As she entered the city of Ladue, trees sprang up on either side of the road, offering privacy to the enormous mansions she glimpsed between their massive trunks. Every driveway was gated, and security cameras sprouted from black iron posts at every intersection.

      Stevie could feel the glamour fading from around the Rambler as she drove. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, its merciless rays stripped away the layers of her hasty spell. "We're gonna need to find this place in a hurry," Stevie said, "because here in a little while, we’ll be standing out like a sore thumb."

      Ladue was a large suburb of St. Louis, but its roads were laid out in winding patterns to give its citizens maximum privacy. Following the wax ball here was almost as difficult as it had been to follow it out of Pitchfork County. After half an hour of frustrated driving, Stevie pulled the Rambler into a park and killed the engine.

      Elsa's sleepy voice came from the back seat. "Mama, I can feel it."

      Stevie threw an arm over the back of her seat and looked back at her daughter. "You can feel your daddy?"

      Elsa yawned and scratched at her unkempt hair. "Nah, the thing in the water."

      Stevie rubbed her chin. She closed her eyes and let her senses wander, tuning them into the dark realm that lay just beyond her sight. When she opened her eyes, the world was cast in shades of azure and purple, dotted with spikes of intense electric blue. There was magic everywhere around her, a thick cloak of it that she could feel pressing in on her from all sides. "Well, shit."

      She could indeed sense the godsblood, like a dull pressure coming from the east, but she was more concerned by the spells she saw layered around her. Whoever lived here knew more than just how to invest their money. Either they were practitioners of significant power, or they knew enough to hire the very best supernatural mercenaries. Stevie couldn't even begin to tease out all of the hexes and wards woven through the town. Their powers overlapped to create a thick web that would, at the very least, alert some heavyweight magical security if she tried any active sorcery of her own. She’d been lucky that the weak enchantment on the bead hadn’t been enough to set off any of the town’s alarms.

      She started the car again and pulled out of the park. She didn’t have time for anything fancy. She drove the Rambler in widening circles, paying close attention to how the wax bead twisted and turned. Over time, her path became a spiral instead of a circle, drawing her toward Joe's location.

      She found the house a little after one in the afternoon, a brooding mansion that looked as if it had seen better days. Its gate hung loose on its hinges, almost inviting passersby to come in. But Stevie could feel an ominous presence coming from the house. The parasite was there, but there was more danger than just that. Much more.

      As she drove past the broken gate, Stevie could see a long, cracked driveway. There were cars, expensive cars, lining either side of the ribbon of asphalt. There had to be at least fifty of them, all worth more than a year's salary for any Pitchfork native. She didn't have to switch her vision the supernatural to sense the magic surrounding the place. There were dozens of practitioners in there, their auras rising out of the house like a thick black cloud.

      Al growled, and Stevie could feel his presence shifting next to her. "That's where he is," Al snarled. "We’re going to have a hell of a time getting him out of there."

      Stevie nodded and kept on driving. She had no destination in mind, she just knew she needed to get away from the house before someone picked up on her presence. While there were significant practitioners here, she was the Bog Witch. She was a distinct, unique force that shed a powerful aura. Anyone who knew to look for her would be able to spot Stevie if she stayed here.

      She found a quiet cemetery and parked in its lot, on the back edge in the deep shadows of ancient oak trees that served as natural privacy walls. Stevie killed the Rambler’s engine and rested her forehead against the wheel. They’d come all this way, and she had no idea what to do next. Joe was still alive, but he was locked up in a modern-day castle that seethed with supernatural enemies. Whoever was calling the shots on this operation was connected with more heavy hitters than Stevie had ever seen in one place.

      The witch’s circle back in Pitchfork had power, but even when half the witches in the Conclave weren’t beaten and battered, it was nothing like this. Worse, Stevie’s witchcraft had weakened noticeably since she’d left Pitchfork. She could feel it, a throbbing, vital thing at the center of her being, but drawing on it was difficult. It was like trying to drink through a straw with holes in it—the harder she pulled, the more of her sorcery spilled out before it could reach her. She was still formidable, but not the force of nature she was back home. Worse, the pain from her infected wound was a nagging distraction that made her feel drawn and worn thin. If she wasn’t careful, she’d wipe herself out before she could get Joe free.

      Stevie felt tiny fingers brushing her hair. “It’s okay, Mama. We can do this.”

      Despite her frustration, Stevie couldn’t help but smile. “You think so, little bit?”

      Elsa scrambled into the front seat and curled up in Stevie’s lap. She was agile as a monkey, becoming quicker and more dexterous as she grew older. “I know so. They think we’re weak outside of Pitchfork, but that’s not true.”

      Stevie did her best to straighten the tangled snarls in Elsa’s hair. It was a losing battle; half the time Elsa looked like she’d just woken up with a world-class case of bedhead, the other half of the time she looked like she’d been sticking her head into bramble bushes. “I’m not as tough here as I am back home.”

      Elsa giggled and hid her face in her hands. “Not you, silly. Al and me.”

      Stevie looked over the top of Elsa’s face at her brother, one eyebrow raised.

      Al shrugged. “I’m not tied to the county, neither is Elsa. Our power travels with us.”

      He said those last words with a strange inflection, a sharp, almost bitter tone creeping into his voice. “Is that so?” Stevie asked.

      Elsa snuggled in against Stevie. “That’s so. I’m getting older, Mama, learning. Wherever the dead are, I can call on them. And that house is full of the dead.”

      “That’s comforting.” Stevie nudged Al with her elbow. “What about you, hot shot?”

      Al didn’t look at her. He stared out the windshield, watching a pair of birds mock warring over the best seat on the top of a headstone. “I hold back, most of the time. Keep myself in check.”

      Stevie reached out and stroked Al’s long, dark hair. Unlike his sister, Al’s hair hung straight down over his shoulders. “I know you’re always careful.”

      “Not tonight. I can smell them in there, Mom. A lot of them.” Al did look at her then, his eyes flashing bright green through the hair hanging in front of his face. “This is all or nothing. If we have any chance of getting him back, we’re going to have to go at them with everything we’ve got.”

      The pain was raw in Al’s eyes, a wound that ran all the way to his soul. Stevie knew how much he feared losing control of himself, how hard it was for him to keep from doing harm. If he let himself loose, they had a chance. The same was true of Stevie and Elsa - if they gave everything they had, they were a formidable family.

      But Stevie knew that going all out had its price. She held on tight to the moment with her children, just the three of them on the cusp of something dangerous and terrible, and let the memory burn itself into the very fabric of her being. Because she knew there was a good chance there would be no more moments like this. Even if they were able to get Joe out, the cost might be more than any of them realized. They might succeed in freeing her husband, their father, only to fall to the very powers they used to earn that freedom.

      Stevie hoped Joe would understand, that he wouldn’t find himself in the terrible position of having to punish his own family for crimes they committed, for breaking the Night Law.
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      Joe didn’t deal well with captivity. He knew he should sit and wait, store up his energy so he was ready to seize whatever opportunity presented itself to him. Instead, he paced the tiny cell, walking four steps from the door to the back wall, then pivoting on his heel and walking four steps back to the door. The movement helped him think and kept his mind from tying itself into knots, but it was wearing him out. He didn’t know when it had happened, but he had started getting old. “After this,” he muttered, “I’m moving somewhere warm and quiet. Maybe head down to the Keys or something. Buy a boat. Get the fuck out of Pitchfork.”

      Even saying the words gave him a twinge of guilt. His family had stood guard over Pitchfork County for generations. His father’s father’s father’s father had been Pitchfork’s first Night Marshal, a crusty old man with a wicked temper and the constitution of a bull. Legend had it that old man had driven a whole pack of wendigo out of Pitchfork by his lonesome when he was almost eighty years old. Joe couldn’t imagine he’d be in any condition to do that kind of shit with another forty years on his clock. He’d be lucky to even live that long, much less be fit enough to go to war with a clan of maneating winter spirits.

      On the other hand, maybe the old timers had it easier. Back in the day, no one questioned the Night Marshal about how he got the job done. There were monsters, he killed them. No sheriff second-guessed him. No uptight citizens asked why they had to pay his salary. The Long Man hadn’t even started nosing around until fifty years ago. Things had just been easier when everyone believed the darkness was at the door and didn’t complain about what had to be done to keep it at bay.

      These days, everyone thought they were entitled to dick around with whatever dark powers they could get to listen to their whining. Joe’s jaw clenched just thinking about all the idiots he had to deal with. He couldn’t remember the last straight-up monster he’d had to kill, something that wasn’t the byproduct of idiocy and dark magic. Humans were more of a danger to themselves than any nightwalker, and they couldn’t seem to stop themselves from jamming their dicks into every light socket they could find.

      It didn’t take Joe long to work himself up into a righteous rage. Then the hours wore on, and his feet started to ache, and his rage cooled to a sullen wrath. He needed to take his anger out on someone, but he had no target other than himself. The longer he waited, the more tempting that target became.

      He flopped down on the cot and buried his face in his hands. When it came right down to it, there were a lot of reasons to be mad at himself. No one else had put him in harm’s way, that decision had been all his. If he’d brought Stevie with him to stop the trucks from leaving Pitchfork, instead of letting her go after the dumping crews, everything would be different. Yeah, the county would be polluted all to hell when Amogen poured its toxic waste into the water, but he and his family would have been safe. He’d chosen the many over the few, and now he was up to his neck in bullshit, and the ungrateful assholes he’d saved would never even know what he’d sacrificed for them.

      And it went back further than that. Amogen was behind the dirty water, behind the parasite that had started this whole debacle. Joe should have gone to war with them, he could see that now. A sneak attack here or there, a few broken drill rigs and scared-off miners, and maybe the company would have had no choice but to pull out. He could have done that, but instead he decided to try and save the good part of the company and excise the bad. He’d tried to save the jobs for the people of Pitchfork, and in the end it hadn’t made a goddamned bit of difference. Those jobs were gone, many of the people working them were dead, and Amogen had yanked up stakes and taken Joe with it. He pulled his hands from his face and glared at the ceiling, knuckles popping as he clenched his fists until they ached.

      It was Joe’s version of meditation. He sank deep into the rage of being caged, the rage at all he’d sacrificed and what he stood to lose in the name of the greater good. He wasn’t looking for inner peace - he was looking for the hate to carry him through the darkest times.

      The lights went out with a cold click, plunging Joe into perfect darkness. He clenched his eyes out of reflex, sure the next move by his captors would be for someone to charge into his cell with a blazing flashlight, blinding him into submission. He backed up into the corner and stood on his bed, hands raised in the best defensive posture he could muster without knowing where the attack would come from.

      The silent darkness filled seconds, then minutes. Joe held his ground, doing his best to prepare for whatever came his way. He might not be able to keep them from taking him again, but he could at least make a few of them sorry they’d tried.

      His ears started playing tricks on him. An uneven hum filled the silence, a white noise that Joe only recognized as the rush of blood in his head after he realized it was his own heartbeat in the background. A ringing took its place, high pitched and as annoying as a buzzing mosquito. Joe shook his head, trying to clear it.

      The quiet click of the door opening was like a thunderbolt in the silence. The mechanical noise made Joe jump and for a split second; his surprise left him vulnerable.

      That was the only opening they needed. He heard rushing feet too late to defend himself, and heavy blows rained down on his head and shoulders. They drove him back into the corner with sheer mass, pinned him to the wall, and then beat him until he couldn’t tell up from down. They weren’t using their fists, but heavy rubberized clubs. Their blows didn’t cause any permanent damage, but the attack had him on his knees in seconds.

      A heavy collar dropped around his neck and snapped closed with bruising force. Joe tried to scramble away from his attackers, but a quick jerk on the collar put him on his back. The light he’d been anticipating clawed at his eyes, blinding him as they pinned his arms and legs to the floor.

      A voice, thick and distorted by an amplifier, boomed in the small cell. “Play nice, or we’ll start breaking things. They want you alive, but no one’s going to give a shit if I snap off one of your arms and beat you with it for a while.”

      Joe stopped struggling. There was no point in keeping up the fight - they had the advantage, and no amount of struggling was going to swing things back in his favor just then. He had to bide his time, keep his cool until he saw an opportunity. Five big men crowded into the cell with him, one for each of his limbs and one hanging on to his neck.

      The mechanical voice thundered again. “Get him on his feet.”

      A choking yank on his collar hauled Joe to his feet and left him hungry for air. His handler didn’t release the pressure until Joe’s vision started to grow hazy at the edges and he could feel blood vessels swelling in his eyes. When Joe was finally allowed a gulp of air, rough hands shoved him forward so hard he almost tripped over his own feet. He caught himself at the last moment, but another shove sent him reeling off balance out of the cell. “Keep walking,” the mechanical voice grated at him. “I don’t feel like dragging you down to the block.”

      Joe did as he was told. There was no point in antagonizing his captors or giving them even the slimmest excuse to knock him around. He didn’t know these people, but they clearly knew him. He could feel the hate in the air, and it was all directed at him. Joe knew it wouldn’t take much to set them off, and he didn’t relish the idea of getting choked out or beaten down again. He ground his teeth and walked, nursing his rage, waiting for his chance. They’ll fuck up, he told himself, and then I’ll tear this fucking place down around their ears.

      Whatever else they were, his handlers were good at their job. They kept him moving at a steady clip, using well-timed shoves and kicks to upset his balance. They guided him through a mansion, a house so big Joe couldn’t even begin to count the rooms he passed. He’d always thought the Black Lodge was the biggest house he’d ever see, but wherever he was now dwarfed the Long Man’s home. Joe was reminded again of how different the world outside Pitchfork County was. These were serious players, people with the money and the clout to have their own modern-day castles and standing mercenary armies. This was a whole different ball game, and Joe didn’t know the rules.

      The posh living quarters gave way to a long and winding marble staircase that plunged down through the core of the house. He counted eight floors, each decorated in a style more lavish than the last. The walls were clad in red velvet wallpaper limned with golden spirals. The  parquet floor was adorned with wooden inlays so intricate they made his eyes swim. Even the furniture looked like it belonged in a museum. Everything was larger than life, bigger in both size and scope than anything Joe had ever seen. He felt small here, insignificant and useless. It made him want to smash something. So he did.

      As they descended below the mansion’s main floor and into its subterranean guts, Joe threw an elbow out and sent a vase that was worth more than every house in Pitchfork skittering off its perch. The sound of the fine porcelain hitting the marble floor made Joe smile.

      The punch caught him off guard and sent him stumbling halfway down the next set of stairs. He clutched at the railing, brain rattled, and couldn’t help but laugh.

      A heavy hand landed on his back and spun him around by his shirt. Joe spat into the face that loomed into view, and another punch crashed down on his skull. The man holding him wasn’t any bigger than Joe, but his fists were enormous and wrapped in thick coils of leather that transformed them into dangerous bludgeons. His captor lashed out again, snapping Joe’s head back with a vicious backhand. “Touch anything else, and I’ll break your arms.”

      Joe’s vision swam back into focus, and he could see the source of the mechanical voice. His attacker’s face was a mass of twisted scar tissue. His eyes were almost invisible in swirling puckers of corrugated, pink flesh above the exposed, inflamed slits of his nostrils. There was no mouth below the ruin of his nose, just an angry red hole that twitched and gaped with random jerks. His voice came from a spherical knob buried in his scarred throat, its wire cover slick with mucous.

      The mechanical monstrosity brought back memories. Joe stared at the mess, and his mind fled back to the crystal farm, the cook lab where he’d blown half of Pitchfork’s meth addicts straight to hell. The cook, Bobby, had been patched together like this freak, kept alive by some perverse hybrid of technology and something much, much worse. Then another hammer-like punch knocked him senseless. “Don’t look at me,” the man growled, a feedback whine giving his words a harsh edge.

      Joe raised his hands. “All right, all right. No need to get rough. I’ll stop staring at that ball in your neck—”

      Another punch came, but this time Joe was ready for it. He threw his arms up in front of his face, forming a rough X. The scarred man’s fist shot through Joe’s crossed arms, but he was ready for that, too, and jerked his head to the side to avoid the punch.

      Joe reversed his hands and grabbed his attacker’s fist and forearm. He pivoted at the hip and yanked the man off balance, pulling his hands down and to the left. Before his opponent could recover, Joe brought his knee up in a vicious strike.

      Scarface’s head flopped back, blood spewing from the craters of his nostrils. Joe took advantage of the scarred man’s momentary senselessness and repeated the attack. Then again. The third knee to the face took all the fight out of the scarred freak, and Joe let him flop back onto the steps. Joe grinned up at the other men who’d been behind him and crooked the fingers of his left hand at them. “Come on down, assholes. Plenty more where that came from.”

      Too late, Joe saw the slim black box that one of the men thrust at him. A pair of barbed hooks launched through the air and sank into his chest. Lightning arced through his body, turning his world into a blue-white torture chamber. Joe struggled to stay on his feet, but his muscles were taking orders from the high voltage coursing through his nerves. His back arched, and his legs gave out. He writhed on the steps, teeth grinding and fists clenched. When they finally let off the juice, he could taste powdered enamel in his saliva, and his palms were marked with bloody crescents.

      The mechanical man had recovered while Joe was stunned. He straddled him, pinning the Night Marshal’s arms beneath his knees. Joe saw the first punch coming, but the next five were black blurs of pain. When the beating stopped, Joe spat blood and snot. “Might as well kill me, fucker. I ain’ gonna stop fightin’ until all of you are dead.”

      The scarred man’s laugh was a distorted burst of static. “It’s not for me to kill you.”

      He grabbed the leash dangling from Joe’s collar and hauled him back onto his feet. The shoving started up again, and it was all Joe could do to keep himself from tumbling down the stairs.

      The stairs kept going deeper into the earth, burrowing down turn after turn. Joe had given up counting after two hundred, and he reckoned they’d gone at least twice that many steps before they reached the bottom.

      The floor was rough stone, unfinished and veined with black streaks as thick as Joe’s thumbs. The streaks appeared to be naturally occurring, but they formed complex and dizzying patterns that burned against Joe’s eyes. There was arcane power here, a malignant force that wanted to show him secrets he would never be able to forget. Joe held his head up and walked on, ignoring the threatening power around him as best he could.

      They walked down a long, narrow tunnel that ran for a hundred feet before coming to a heavy iron door. The scarred man pinned Joe against the door and banged a complex rhythm against it with his fist. A moment later, Joe heard a heavy bar being dragged aside, and the door swung inward.

      The murmurs of a crowd reached his ears as soon as he was through the door. The tunnel had opened into a wide, but shallow room, the far end of which was concealed behind an immense purple velvet curtain. There were other men behind the curtain, all tending to their own charges. Joe saw carts covered with exotic weapons. A dolly stacked high with bloodless, severed limbs that flexed against one another. Yet another held the leash of a dog with a woman’s face and breasts, though the piteous creature did nothing buy lie upon the floor with its chin resting on its bloody paws. There were other things, stranger and more disturbing, but Joe only recognized one of them.

      A silver urn rested on a wooden cart, its edges stained with a black goo that bubbled and squirmed.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a powerful voice boomed from the other side of the curtain. “We are so pleased you could join us for this evening of entertainment and commerce.”

      The applause was thunderous. Joe tried to imagine how many clapping hands it would take to make such a racket, and he didn’t like the number he came up with. There had to be a thousand or more people beyond that curtain.

      “I know you’re all eager to see what wares we have this evening, and we will show them all to you in due time.” The announcer worked the crowd, teasing their anticipation with every word. “But we have an unexpected item that I think you’ll want to see before we begin.”

      The scarred man shoved Joe forward, pushing him through a gap in the curtain that the Night Marshal hadn’t seen. Joe was instantly blinded by the spotlights beaming down on him. He tried to duck his head away from the light, but the scarred man kept his leash taut.

      A buzz swarmed through the crowd. They’d obviously expected something other than a bruised and beaten man in a flannel shirt and blue jeans. He heard a gavel smack against a block, and the crowd quieted. He opened his eyes and could make out a cavernous room beyond the glare of the spotlight. His guess was low by at least half. The room was filled with shadowy forms seated in row after row of ramped theater seats.

      The announcer’s voice came again from Joe’s right. “Don’t tell me you don’t recognize one of Missouri’s finest lawmen? No? Not one of you has been thwarted by his efforts? No one can recognize the man who has destroyed so many of our brothers and sisters?”

      Joe felt his blood grow cold. He shifted his vision, willing his supernatural sight to the fore. When he looked at the crowd again, he saw it seethed with creatures dark and cold, beings both ancient and newborn. The place was swarming with servants of the dark, the very Left-Hand Path monsters he’d spent his life fighting.

      The announcer chuckled, then laid a bony hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Well, then let me enlighten you. What we have for you tonight is Joe Hark, the Night Marshal of Pitchfork County.”

      A wooden cart rolled up next to Joe. He glanced down at it and saw both of his pistols and his shotgun resting on it. His badge, gleaming silver, sat on top of the weapons. He could feel its presence calling to him, wanting him to take up arms against the evil before him.

      Joe felt the fight drain out of him. The end was at hand. He’d come so far, but there was no way he was getting out of that room. He’d been brought here as an amusement, something to be torn apart for the delight of his enemies. He’d fought the good fight, but it was over; he’d lost. He only wished he had some way to get word to Stevie and the kids, some way to warn them off. Because if they came looking for him, he knew they were as good as dead, too.

      But that didn’t mean he was going out like a beaten dog. He raised his head and squared his shoulders. “Get on with it, then. If you want to kill me, let’s do it.”

      A slow, rippling chuckle rolled over the crowd. The announcer ignored Joe and returned to his lectern. “It looks like he’s still got some fight left in him, ladies and gentlemen. I’m sure that will raise his value to some of you.”

      A stone settled in Joe’s stomach as he realized what was happening. They weren’t going to kill him, at least not here. They were going to sell him.
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      Al led the way, hands stuffed in the pockets of his jeans. He did his best to look like any other teenage boy out for a stroll, but wasn’t sure he was doing a good job of hiding the tension boiling inside him. It was nearly dark, and while his mother had tried to get all of them to rest, they’d been too keyed up on adrenaline and fear to snatch anything but the briefest of cat naps in the Rambler’s reclined seats.

      They’d talked strategy when they were awake, debating one plan after another, before discarding them all. They didn’t know enough about where Joe was being held to come up with anything that made any sense, and they didn’t have time to improve their intel. They were going to have to approach it as a brute-force problem, and hope they could get in and get out before the bad guys could respond to their attack. It was a risky move, but it was the only move they could make.

      He tried not to look back at his sister and mother. Al kept his eyes down, focused on the even, smooth sidewalk flowing beneath his feet. Everything here reeked of wealth and power. The contrast with Pitchfork County was unsettling. Al had never really understood how different things could be outside his home territory. This wasn’t like visiting another town, it was like traveling to a different world. A world where everyone had plenty to eat and more than enough cash to see them through the lean times. A world where worry was confined to the stress of trying to keep up with the neighbors and upgrading to the newest model-year luxury car. Al wasn’t sure how such a place could exist anywhere, much less so close to his own home, but he was pretty sure it wouldn’t be able to exist without the pain and suffering of the people in places like Pitchfork County.

      Passing by one mansion after another, Al couldn’t help but think about the people who lived inside them. Did they know about people like him? Did they know what existed outside the bubble of pleasure they’d built around their lives? Did they care?

      For one moment, Al wanted to change on the street and rush one of the houses. Tear through it like a real monster, show these people that the world was cold and hungry and always, always just outside the window. He shook off the moment of rage. “Save it for those who’ve got it coming,” he muttered.

      Their target was isolated by walls of ancient oaks, their bark blackened by countless years of leaking sap and brutal Missouri weather. They loomed over the driveway, reminding Al uncomfortably of the road leading to the Black Lodge. He stopped against a tree a hundred yards away from the entrance to the mansion’s drive, fading into the thick trunk’s shadow. Stevie and Elsa almost passed him, but Al brought them up short with a quick whistle.

      The three of them gathered close together, hands clasped. They knew they didn’t have much time to do this, and the time would grow much shorter once Stevie fired off her veil.

      Al felt his skin tingle, and the shadows around him thickened, stretching out like black tentacles to conceal him from the rest of the world. His mother squeezed his hand and gave him a lopsided grin. “Let’s roll.”

      The family moved as one, hidden by magic and driven by rage and fear. Al let his shape begin to shift, flesh growing hot and liquid as he ran. Before long, he was ahead of his mother and sister. His legs were long and covered in wiry muscle that propelled him across the manicured lawn at a shocking pace. He hit the wall surrounding their target mansion at a dead run, and his claws bit into its cold stones. He hit its top and pushed himself to go even faster, staying low and galloping along on demonic hands and feet.

      There were guards and cameras dotted all over the lawn and wall. Al could feel them searching, but he was wrapped in his mother’s power and invisible, a deadly ghost in their midst. He paused among the branches of one of the looming oaks and glanced back. His family was hustling along behind him, making good time despite Elsa’s short legs. She scrambled like a bear, hands and feet slapping at the wall as she rushed along its top. He marveled at his sister and wondered how terrified his mother was just then, watching her monstrous children on the attack.

      He turned and bolted away again, rushing ahead to pick out any likely trouble spots. The wall led toward the house, but didn’t get near to it. Al ran along its top, and the closest he could get was about thirty yards away, and all that lay between him and the house was a flat, open lawn of precisely manicured blades of grass. It was a lot of dead space to cover, and he wasn’t sure his mother’s veil was up to the task of keeping him hidden.

      There were guards everywhere around the house. They patrolled its perimeter like a train of ants, ten yards between them at all times. Al watched them move and knew there would be no time when any given guard wouldn’t be able to see at least two others. He crouched atop the wall and watched, waiting for his mother and sister to catch up.

      When they did, Stevie confirmed his fears. “I don’t think I can hide us across that much space. Not with so many folks looking for trouble.”

      Al weighed his options. None of them were any good, and all of them had a very good chance of going tits up without warning. His frustration at the situation grew, and his body changed to accommodate his anger. His father was inside that house, awaiting gods only knew what fate. If his mother’s veil couldn’t hide her from so many watchers, Al would just have to give them something else to occupy their attention. “Be ready to move,” he whispered to his mother. Then, before she could respond, he launched himself from the top of the wall.

      His body shifted as he surged into motion. Muscles and bones intertwined and rolled around one another to absorb the shock of his landing, giving him every advantage he needed to burst across the green grass at alarming speed. Then the small army of patrolling guards turned toward him, and suddenly Al felt very small, and very alone.

      Submachine guns opened fire, spraying the lawn with a storm of buzzing rounds. Al leapt into the air, spinning away from the attack, using his monstrous speed and agility to get out of his enemies’ sights.

      They were professionals, though, and didn’t keep wasting bullets while he tumbled through his evasive maneuvers. As soon as his feet hit the ground and started running again, their bullets were hot on his tail.

      Clumps of grass and dirt splattered against Al’s shins, spurring him to go faster, to jump more wildly. He wasn’t sure any of the bullets would kill him outright, but he was confident getting shot would hurt like a motherfucker. It wasn’t an experience he was eager to have.

      From the corner of his eye, Al could see the vague blur of his mother and sister moving across the lawn. His distraction had drawn the guards out of their patrol formation and opened a gap in the mansion’s defenses. He just hoped it would be enough.

      He rolled backward, throwing himself into the air and whipping through a backflip that put him on the ground, running away from the mansion. He slipped through the shade of a willow tree and scrambled across a narrow creek that fed the tree’s roots. Bullets kicked up geysers of water as Al sprinted through the stream, but he was putting more distance between himself and the guard,s and the effective range of the submachine guns was too short to give them much chance of landing a hit.

      Confident in his ability to avoid danger, Al ducked up against another small tree to catch his breath.  He felt stronger than ever before, but he could tell not all of that strength was his own. The godsblood surged inside him, a flickering pool of energy that made him stronger, faster than he’d imagined possible. Even his change was more fluid than it had been before. It was exhilarating and terrifying.

      A bolt of burning pain slammed into Al’s left shoulder, throwing him out from behind the tree he was using for cover. The air was full of blood, his blood, and it was hot against his face. He could taste it burning in his mouth, like pennies plucked fresh from the fire. He hit the ground, hard. For a moment, his whole body was in torment, and then the pain gained focus and drew his eyes down to his shoulder. There was a black hole there, the meat around it scorched and puckered. Whatever they’d hit him with was big, the hole was the size of a half dollar where it had gone in, and it felt like it’d ripped his whole back away.

      The first wound was joined by another, this one a little lower. The pain was all-consuming, a burning ache that made Al want to curl into a ball and vomit up everything he’d eaten in the last week. But he knew he couldn’t just lie on the grass. He had to move or he was going to die.

      His body was in total agreement. He was shifting before he’d even made it back to his knees, the malleable flesh of his shoulder becoming wet and insubstantial, rejecting the wounds by simply moving itself away from them. As Al ran, he felt his body spit out the damaged tissue like a pair of apple cores, and the pain faded away.

      It was replaced with a ravenous hunger. He was going to need a couple of pounds of rare steak to replace the energy and protein his body had burned through, and he was going to need it soon.

      Another bullet tore through a tree branch next to Al’s head, and he could see the shooter this time. A black-clad asshole perched on the roof of the mansion. He was a hundred yards away, but Al liked his chances.

      He burst from cover and sprinted toward the house. Stevie and Elsa were almost inside the mansion, but there were more guards coming, and Al was afraid they’d be spotted if he didn’t distract the guards. “Time to die, dickheads,” he snarled and launched himself toward his enemies.

      Bullets chewed up the ground around him, but none of the guards were fast enough to get a bead on him. He was too close to them in a matter of seconds, and their chattering weapons became more of a liability than an advantage. They couldn’t shoot at him without risking hitting one another, and Al took full advantage of the moment of surprise.

      His claws sank deep into the flesh of the first guard, scooping out a chunk of the man’s forearm. The guard’s gun flew out of his flopping hand and skittered across the stone walkway bordering the mansion. A second guard closed in with a knife drawn, but Al was already coming around with a vicious backhand. His enormous fist splattered through the second guard’s nose, sending the man screaming to the ground.

      There were more guards closing in, and Al roared at their approach. The sound was a primal thing, a hunter’s cry that caused all of the guards to pause, just for a moment. Al watched as his mother and sister disappeared into the mansion, then grinned. “Who’s next?” He snarled the question, then lunged into the knot of gathering guards, claws out.

      He didn’t know if this was a fight he could win, nor did he care. Al had already succeeded in providing cover for Stevie and Elsa; anything else that came out of this battle was just an added bonus.

      Al howled again, and let the blood spill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          48

        

      

    
    
      The bidding war for Joe’s scalp reached a fever pitch within moments of starting. His price blew past the hundred grand starting bid in a flash, and before Joe knew it, hit ten times that. A few minutes more, and someone or something was offering five million dollars, with the bidding showing no signs of slowing.

      Joe tried to stay calm, to keep his head on straight. His weapons were within reach, a fact that gave him a sliver of hope. He could almost feel the weight of the shotgun in his hands. If he could make that a reality, he’d at least have the satisfaction of turning the mechanical boy into a bloody scattering of spare parts. Maybe he could shoot the smile off the smug fucker behind the lectern, too.

      As the auction’s frenetic pace slowed to bigger, more strategic bids, Joe had time to see who was putting a price on his hide. A pair of middle-aged women, twins, watched the action with slitted eyes. Joe could feel the rage pouring out of them and wondered what he’d done to piss them off. From the looks of their designer dresses and the diamonds dripping from their fingers and throats, he doubted they’d ever been inside of Pitchfork. The bidding slowed, and they lifted their right index fingers in unison, jumping the bid by another half million dollars.

      The previous high bidder, a skinny man with a glossy black suit and an even skinnier flesh-colored tie, was very pissed at that move. He smiled, a rictus grin that showed a hundred pointed teeth, then raised his own hand.

      Joe couldn’t help but wonder at that. None of these people had known he would be here. He was surprised any of them even knew him, and here they were willing to spend fortunes just to own him. He’d always imagined the world outside Pitchfork to be a strange but mostly peaceful place, without any of the special troubles he’d had to deal with his whole life. But looking at this gathering of freaks, he questioned that assumption. Those outside Pitchfork were not near so ignorant of what happened within its borders as Joe was of what went on beyond them.

      The skinny man’s snarling bid had cowed the rest of those in the game. A rotund girl with a bulbous, wrinkled dog on her lap watched and tapped her finger against the dog’s warty head. A faceless, naked figure fondled its alien genitals as its mouth opened and closed. The place was swarming with monsters and demons, all trying to determine just how much they hated Joe, and how they could measure that hate in dollars and cents. He stared at them, back straight. He wasn’t going to let anyone see his fear.

      And he still had hope that he’d get out of this fucking mess. If they sold him, that meant he would be moved out of this place. Maybe to a car, or a van, anywhere else with less security. He’d bide his time, let whoever won him gloat. Wait until he could lay hands on his weapons and turn this one-way train to hell right around. A faint smile creased his lips as he thought of his vengeance. You assholes have no idea what a pack of trouble you’re buying for yourselves.

      The fat girl lifted her head to reveal a quadruple-decker sandwich of blubbery neck rolls. “How many,” she started, then had to pause and take a gulping breath before she could continue, “urns are there?”

      In all the excitement and dread, Joe’d forgotten about the main attraction. The freaks had come to buy the black shit Amogen had pumped out of the heart of Pitchfork. He was just a tasty appetizer.

      The auctioneer grinned and rested both hands on the front edge of his lectern. “That would be telling, but I will say there are more than ten and less than a hundred.”

      That seemed to give the crowd pause as they calculated their odds of winning one of the prized urns against their odds of winning Joe. For his part, the Night Marshal tried to square what the auctioneer had said against what he’d seen leaving Pitchfork. There’d been far more than a hundred barrels, even accounting for those he’d torched himself. The auctioneer was holding out on the good people who trusted him.

      “There were a lot more than that,” Joe said, hoping his voice would carry into the crowd. He cocked his head toward the auctioneer. “I saw ‘em. What did you do with the rest of that shit?”

      Judging by the crowd’s reaction, Joe had hit his mark. There was a surge of agitated whispers rolling through the crowd. Within moments, the crowd’s demeanor had shifted several steps toward the red on the angermometer.

      Joe opened his mouth to throw more oil onto the fire, but the collar around his neck tightened so sharply he thought for a moment they’d cut his head clean off his shoulders. Black stars swallowed his vision, and his lungs strained against his ribs.

      The auctioneer raised his hands to pacify the crowd. “Come now, friends, you would really believe our sworn enemy over myself? He tells lies to turn us against one another, spreads untruths to besmirch our good names. We have brought all that we were able to extract, at great risk to ourselves. Why, he destroyed two entire shipments of our most precious resource all by himself.”

      Joe felt himself fading out, the world around him going soft and gray as his brain cells starved for oxygen. Somehow he’d ended up on his knees, leaning out over the edge of the stage with only the tightened collar around his neck to keep him from tumbling into the crowd. The skinny man watched Joe with shark’s eyes, his grin widening by the moment. Joe realized the creature didn’t care who killed Joe, and he’d save himself a few million dollars by watching the Night Marshal choke to death right there on the stage. Joe could feel his brain dying, neurons sputtering and going dark by the thousands. He’d almost made it, but it looked like his hope was fading.

      The twins saved him. Their crooked, dainty fingers rose into the air like subterranean creatures come up into the light, hesitant and curious.

      Air rushed back into Joe’s lungs, the sudden inhalation almost as painful as the collar’s choke hold. The bidding went on without him, numbers hollered through the air over his buckling back as he tried to work his way back to the living. Every breath scorched his damaged throat, but every breath was also a step back toward life.

      Joe was too dazed to follow the auction,. By the time his wits were back inside his head where they belonged, he realized it was all over. He tried to tell from the staring faces who’d won, but his vision was still swimming. Someone dragged his arms behind his back and fastened heavy manacles around his wrists and ankles, precautions that seemed a little overboard to him, seeing as how he felt mostly dead just then.

      Fingers, cold and probing, prodded the underside of Joe’s chin, lifted his head. The skinny man smiled at Joe, his mouth splitting back to his ears and leaking blood from its torn corners. When he spoke, his words tumbled over his chattering teeth, sounding to Joe like the clatter of ice cubes in an empty bucket. Or knuckle bones rolling in the bottom of a scrying pot. “I’ve heard so much about you, Marshal.”  The cold fingers tilted Joe’s head to the left, then to the right. “I look forward to delving into the truths and myths of your kind.”

      Joe pulled himself together, just enough to spit onto the skinny man’s teeth. “You’re dead, motherfucker.”

      The skinny man turned away from Joe, his grin never faltering. “Pack him up. I can’t wait to get him home.”
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      The big house made Elsa sick to her stomach. As soon as she crossed its threshold, her tummy buzzed like she’d swallowed a fistful of bees. She could taste the snacks she’d eaten in the car coming up the back of her throat. She clenched her teeth and kept up with her mama, hoping she wouldn’t urp all over the place. She wasn’t sure even one of her mama’s spells could hide that mess.

      There were angry men all over the place, rushing this way and that as they headed outside to deal with Al. Elsa hoped her brother was being careful, that he wasn’t holding back. She knew he was scared of the thing inside him, but she was more scared of what would happen to him if he didn’t let it help him. She knew you could only hold power back for so long before it began to burn.

      Her mama pulled Elsa back into a darkened corner and crouched down to put her mouth next to Elsa’s ear. “We don’t have much time, so I’m going to do a little work to find your daddy. I need you to watch close - if you see someone coming, let me know right quick.”

      Elsa nodded and peered through the veil her mother had slung around them. It was like looking through black gauze, everything was fuzzy and weird. She could see the men searching for her, but their faces were all blurry, and their shadows didn’t seem to follow them quite the way they should. But that was all right, because Elsa could see the one thing that was really important: none of the men were looking toward her darkened little corner of the world.

      Behind her, Elsa could hear her mama working up a new spell. The words she said were harsh and twisty, dark and spiky things that it hurt to hear. Elsa tried not to let the words sink into her, but they had a weight that seemed to embed themselves deep into her mind. She figured she’d be able to repeat them from memory, any old time she wanted. Elsa wasn’t sure that was a good thing. She repeated her favorite nursery rhymes in her mind, hoping the funny verses about the Goat King and his angry daughter or the one about the devil cat’s husband would keep the spell from getting too tight a grip on her thoughts.

      Elsa didn’t realize she was in trouble until it was almost too late. One of the men seemed clearer than the others she’d seen, he had pretty blue eyes but a mouth that was almost lipless. Elsa realized that if she could see him that well, he’d be able to see her real soon. “Mama,” she whispered, but her mother didn’t respond.

      Beads of sweat crawled out of Elsa’s tangled hair and dripped down her forehead and neck. They felt as cold as icicles to her, like little dribbles of winter trickling over her skin. “Mama,” she repeated, but she knew her mama didn’t hear her. She was too caught up in her spell, lost to the world as she struggled to form the words that would find Elsa’s daddy.

      The gauze was thinning, and Elsa reckoned it was because the new spell was taking so much of her mama’s power it wasn’t leaving anything to keep them hidden. Panic blossomed in her chest; any second now, the veil would fall, and she’d be revealed to the men. When that happened, it was all over. “Gotta do somethin’,” she whispered to herself.

      Elsa thought of her power like a door. She could close it and not have to listen to any but the strongest of spirits. She could hear ‘em yammering on the other side of the door, sure, but it was like hearing a crowd of people a long way off. It wasn’t hard to ignore it.

      Or she could open it, and the spirits would all line up on the other side to talk her ear off. Not so long ago, she had to use a mask, a barrier, to keep the spirits from getting too deep inside her and making themselves right at home. But now, Elsa was stronger. She didn’t need masks to keep the spirits in line, she just had to tell them what was what.

      The veil was even thinner now, barely a smudge of darkness, and Elsa could see the guards closing in. She needed help, and her mama was too busy. She opened the door.

      There were dozens, maybe hundreds, of the eager dead swarming on the other side of the door. Elsa felt sad to see so many all together. How many people had died in this house? How many ghosts were tied to this mansion with no way to free themselves and get to the other side? But she was also glad, because the dead seemed angry at the house and the people here and eager to help Elsa. She could feel their desire for revenge, a cold fog that soaked into her as she looked at the milling ghosts. They were hungry and angry and half-mad with the pain they’d suffered here. “It’ll be all right,” she whispered to them, and they raised their blind faces to her with such intensity Elsa was overwhelmed. “We can help each other, okay?”

      The guards were closer now, moving in slow, careful patterns like they knew there was something they were missing but weren’t sure what it was. Elsa kept an eye on the closest man, watching him for any signs that he’d spotted her. She hoped he wouldn’t hurt her too much if this didn’t work.

      The ghosts swarmed through the door, strengthened by Elsa’s power. She could feel them moving into her, building a picture in her head of the mansion and the things in it. It wasn’t perfect; many of the ghosts had been dead a long time, and the bad men who owned the house had changed its layout over the years, but the knowledge from spirits was enough to make Elsa feel better. She knew the best places to hide and the quickest ways out of the house now, thanks to the dead folks who’d showed her what they knew of the building.

      But her work wasn’t done yet. Her mama was so caught up in her own work she couldn’t see the danger coming, so Elsa would have to protect them both.

      She didn’t know spells, she wasn’t a witch, not really, but she knew about the dead. She called the spirits to her, willing them to fill the air around her with their patchy, insubstantial remnants. It wasn’t a real veil, not yet, but it was a barrier. The living, everyone except Elsa, feared the dead and would avoid unseen spirits out of instinct. The ghosts were also part of the house; they’d been here so long that even the powerful detection spells in the house no longer registered their presence. Elsa pushed the dead out, forming a sphere of ghosts that would turn away any of the guards before they got close to where she was hidden.

      Two of the guards moved up to the very edge of the wall of the dead, peering ahead with eyes squinted as if looking toward a bright light. They both peered in Elsa’s direction as if they could see something, then shrugged and looked away. Elsa felt the breath she hadn’t known she was holding leak out of her lungs. “I did it,” she whispered to herself, proud of her skills. She hadn’t known if it would work, but it had, and now she had one more trick in her bag. She wasn’t a witch, but she was something else that might be just as good if she kept at it.

      She watched, but the guards weren’t drawing any nearer. Elsa pushed at the barrier with her mind, urging the ghosts to spread out a little, give her a little more breathing room. The spirits obeyed, and the guards were pushed back even farther, their circuits tightening as they found themselves walking away from the unseen dead with their heads shaking. It made Elsa feel good, strong.

      “Oh, gods, no.” Her mama’s voice sounded wobbly and scared. “The veil—”

      Elsa turned and put a finger to her mama’s lips. “Shhh, Mama. It’s okay. I fixed it.”

      She watched as her mama looked past her, eyes widening. “Elsa, what did you do?”

      With a shrug, Elsa wrapped her arms around her mama’s shoulders. “You couldn’t hear me, and you were putting so much into your new spell, your old one was falling apart. So I hid us.”

      Stevie shuddered and stood up from where she’d been crouching in the corner. “There are so many.”

      Elsa took her mama’s hand. “There are bad things here. They’ve killed a lot of people. Are we gonna stop ‘em from killing any more?”

      She felt her mama’s hesitation and knew she wasn’t going to like the answer. “Not today, little bit. There are too many for us to fight. We need to get your daddy and figure out what to do next. Will your friends help us?”

      “Yeah. Show me where you want to go, and they’ll come with us. All the way.”

      Elsa tried to hide her disappointment. She knew there were a lot of bad things in the house, but she thought they could fight them. All they had to do was stop being afraid, really lean into their strength. She was pretty sure there was nothing she and her mama couldn’t do if they were willing to put their backs into it. She wanted to tell her mama to stop, to do the right thing, but she knew that wouldn’t happen. Not today. There was too much fear in the air.

      Her mama led Elsa deep into the mansion, to a spiral staircase that went down far into the earth. The ghosts stuck with them as they moved, but at the top of the stairs, Elsa pulled her mama’s hand. “They don’t want to go down there,” she whispered.

      The ghosts were terrified of whatever was down in the mansion’s basement. They hovered around Elsa, clinging to her hair and shoulders, begging her not to make them go down there. They wanted Elsa to turn back, to just go home and forget all about this. They’d stay there forever if she wouldn’t make them go down there, if she wouldn’t go down there. They couldn’t bear to see her put herself in so much danger. Elsa tried to comfort them, but she also had to be firm. “They got my daddy down there,” she whispered to the chilly air. “They’ll hurt him real bad if I don’t help him.”

      But the spirits were unmoved. They rebelled and tried to pull away. Elsa could hear guards coming her way now, no longer held back by the sphere of the dead. Their voices told her the guards were just a little ways away - if one of them came around the corner and into the stairwell now they’d see her. “Please,” she whispered, “don’t let them hurt my daddy.”

      Some of the ghosts responded to her plea and settled down around her again, hiding her and her mama from the guards. But many didn’t. They were terrified and angry. They didn’t want to go down into the darkness. They wanted to wreak havoc on the guards on this floor of the house.

      A long shadow appeared on the wall of the hallway leading to the spiral staircase. The footsteps were close. Elsa didn’t have time for this.

      She turned to the godsblood inside her. It was growing, strengthening her. She reached out to that power, and it filled her with its energy. “Do. It,” she growled at the spirits she’d called up.

      The air grew cold as her power lashed out at the ghosts around her, falling on them like an avalanche of despair. They wailed in her mind, plaintive cries that begged her not to make them go down those stairs. But her power was unyielding, and they fell back into place, forming the shield Elsa needed. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, but she knew it wasn’t enough. She’d turned against them and forced them to serve her. The change in her power was fundamental; it filled her with a sense of exhilaration, of mastery. But it also made her feel petty and mean, the kind of person who made others do her bidding because she could. It hurt her, way down deep.

      But it saved her life. A lone guard poked his head into the stairwell, shivered, then withdrew, shaking his head.

      Her mama put a hand on each side of Elsa’s face, turning her and bending down until they were almost nose to nose. “What did you do, little bit?”

      “I had to,” Elsa whispered back. “I had to.”

      A single, heavy tear trickled from Elsa’s eyes, the only sadness she would allow herself to show. She was a big girl. She wouldn’t cry. Not now.

      She tugged on her mama’s hand and headed down the stairs. They seemed to go on forever, sinking deeper and deeper into the earth. As they descended, Elsa could feel something changing around her. The air felt sticky and clung to her with a stink like rusty nails. The ghosts whimpered in her head, and she felt worse than she’d ever felt before, like she’d just kicked a whole litter of puppies onto the train tracks. It twisted her up inside and left her feeling miserable. She just wanted to let them all go and take her chances if this was how she was going to feel when she made them do what she wanted.

      Then she felt something very different. A new presence flickered at the edges of her mind, something she’d felt before. She gripped her mama’s hand tight and stopped dead on the stairs. “They’re comin’, Mama.”

      “Who, baby?”

      “Them boys,” she whispered, “them poor, night-blooded boys.”

      Even as she said the words, she could feel them drawing closer. The ghosts could tell, too, and moaned in fear at the approach of this new darkness.

      “How close?” her mama asked.

      Elsa pulled her mama’s hand, then dropped down to all fours and headed down the stairs as fast as she could go. “Real close,” she called back and hoped her mama was running after her.
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      They dragged Joe even deeper into the earth. Joe didn’t know where the tunnels under the mansion went, but whoever’d built the place had been a goddamned mole-man. They pushed and prodded him and he stumbled along, struggling with the manacles wrapped around his hands and feet. The lighting was dim, but he could see the irons binding his wrists and ankles weren’t normal. Their surfaces were etched with symbols he’d only seen in nightmares, a dark binding that held him fast in its iron embrace. As long as they kept those chains around him, Joe knew he had no hope of escape.

      He bided his time and kept his tongue in check, following the skinny man and his coterie of retainers. They were all just as scrawny as their leader, but the servants wore black, featureless masks over their faces. The masks had no eye holes, which made Joe wonder just what the hell was going on underneath them.

      Joe kept his eyes fixed on the one thing that might get him out of this mess before it was all over. The cart with his weapons and badge was ahead of him, not ten feet away, held in the arms of the guards who got stuck carrying the thing down another seemingly endless spiral staircase. If he could get his hands on any of them, he might not even have to get out of the irons. The guns were ensorcelled, sure, but they were still guns, and Joe knew how to use them. In these close quarters, if he could get to his shotgun, Joe figured he could put down half the guards before they knew what was coming. Things might get a little dicey after that, but that was a worry for another time.

      Because Joe knew if they loaded him up and got him off the mansion grounds, he was a dead man. It might take them weeks to get tired of toying with him and get to the actual killing, but he was confident the skinny fucker was more than capable of keeping him hidden until it was all over. The skinny guy looked like the sort of asshole who’d ship Joe’s skull back to Pitchfork when it was all done, just to show off.

      Joe couldn’t let that happen. He was going to have to take the first opening that came his way, and if none showed its face, then he’d just have to force one. One way or another, Joe wasn’t leaving this mansion in chains. He’d be happy to make them kill him first. At least they wouldn’t have the pleasure of torturing him first.

      He could see the end of the stairs ahead. They ran into a wide, flat concrete floor. It was unfinished, just rough, gray for thirty feet. Beyond that were immense loading dock doors, one of which was raised. He could see a cargo van backed up, its interior black and featureless. Joe reckoned he had two or three minutes to make his move, if he didn’t want to get on the van. It wasn’t much time, but he’d make it enough.

      Ten steps from the concrete floor, Joe stumbled. His left leg shot out in front of him, skipping off the next step like a stone off still water. His heel smashed into the knee of the guard ahead of him, and he flopped back into the guard behind him. The three of them were instantly tangled together and tumbled forward, crashing down the stairs into the back of the guard carrying the wooden cart. All four of them hit the ground, hard, the cart falling back on top of them.

      In the confusion, Joe centered himself and reached into the hollow space in his own mind. The Long Man and the Haunter were still there, but distant, and Joe knew he wasn’t going to get another shot at drawing on their power. He filled himself with stolen energy, building his strength for one, convulsive burst. The weakened monsters screamed in his head, tortured by the violent extraction of their native power. Joe blotted them out, he didn’t care how much damage he was doing to them. He needed this, and he needed it now.

      Power filled him, surging through his muscles and along his nerves like liquid lightning. He braced himself for the pain and put his sudden strength to use. With a convulsive jerk, he ripped his left hand back through the manacle around his wrist. His thumb shattered where it met his hand, and he scraped a few ounces of meat from the outside of his left hand as he dragged it through the metal vise. Joe’s whole arm burned as if he’d shoved it into a fire, but he didn’t have time to to worry about the damage he’d done to himself.

      He saw his weapons on the floor and rolled out from under the guards. His right hand closed over the smooth, age-worn grip of a revolver, and he twisted back toward the guards.

      They were just starting to get their feet back under them; the energy pouring into Joe made him much faster than they could manage. The gun barked three times.

      The first skinny guard went down with a hole in his left cheek, and a crater burst from the back of its head. The second guard’s heart exploded when another bullet tore through it. The third guard gargled blood from the bullet that had passed through his throat.

      Another of the thugs was lunging toward him, his own weapon out in front of him, bullets belching from its smoking muzzle.

      Joe twisted and came up to his feet, dodging the bullets as if they were moving in slow motion. He fired the revolver again, and its heavy bullet plowed through the man’s gut. Another shot from the revolver punched through the guard’s chest and dropped him to the floor.

      There were only two guards left, along with the rest of the skinny man’s entourage, but Joe knew he was running out of time. He was losing a lot of blood from of his damaged hand, which didn’t seem to be healing. He must be too far from the source of his power for that to work, too deep inside enemy territory to pull himself back together.

      Even if he finished this in the next minute or two, it might be too late. He might just bleed out here on top of the corpses of his enemies. He grinned. That was as good a way to go as any.

      One of the surviving guards fired at Joe, but the shots went wild. Joe returned fire, stitching a neat trio of bullet holes up the left side of the man’s chest. As the guard fell, Joe jammed his revolver into the waist of his jeans and reached down to the ground with his good hand to grab its twin from the clutter of carnage on the floor.

      The heavy, open mouth of a pistol landed against Joe’s temple. “Stand up,” said the skinny man, who’d seemed to appear from thin air, “very slowly.”

      Joe sighed, too tired, too hurt to put up more of a fight. If this was how it was going to end, then he might as well get it over with. “Just fucking shoot me.”

      The skinny man grinned, and drew back the pistol’s hammer with his thumb. “All right,” he murmured. “All right.”
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      Stevie knew she was running out of time. When she heard the gunshots coming from farther down the stairway, she grabbed Elsa by the hand and threw herself over the railing. They plunged down the open center of the stairwell, diving floor after floor as Stevie worked her free hand in a complex pattern and prayed the spirits of the air would obey her commands this far from Pitchfork.

      Ten feet from the concrete floor, they answered, surging up to meet her in a twisting column. The powerful spirits caught Stevie and Elsa in their turbulent embrace and spun them around before placing them gently on the concrete floor. The spirits fled from the coming conflict, pulling away from Stevie and leaving her with the bitter stink of gun smoke and scorched blood.

      Joe was twenty feet away, kneeling, his head cocked to one side. A snarling, scrawny man in a black suit with a noose-like tie wrapped around his neck stood next to him, pressing the barrel of a pistol to the side of her husband’s head. A trio of other black-suited men stood nearby, their featureless faces turned toward Stevie. She smiled, and black shadows flared around her eyes. Her power was not what it might be in Pitchfork, but she felt strong enough to do some damage to these assholes. “Let him go.”

      The scrawny man gave her a noncommittal shrug. “I paid good money for this. No one’s going to stand in my way.”

      Stevie took a step nearer, trying to judge the distance. She was only going to get one shot at this, she knew, and if she missed, then her husband’s brains were going to be splattered all over the concrete. She had to get it right. “Let him go, and I won’t kill you and your whole crew.”

      The skinny man laughed, his voice a brittle crack like far-off thunder. “Go away, witch. Try and stop me, and I’ll wipe your whole family off the face of the earth. All I want now is this one.” He nodded at Joe. “And I will not be denied.”

      Stevie took another step. She ignored the masked creatures - they were strong, but they weren’t going to kill her husband if she screwed up. She focused all of her attention on the skinny man’s arm, right at the wrist. “At least let me tell him goodbye.”

      The skinny man seemed to consider the idea, and Stevie took advantage of his contemplation to move a step nearer. She took one more step, and he shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      Stevie raised her right hand to wipe away her welling tears. She drew her wrist across her lips as she lowered her hand, and opened her mouth just wide enough to nip at the threads holding her bracelet in place. “All right,” she murmured. She tried to catch Joe’s eye, hoped he was watching her.

      She sobbed once, a loud, theatrical noise that drew every eye toward her. Then she flung her arms away from her body and released the string of black, wax beads she’d slipped free of her right wrist. It tumbled through the air, and Stevie willed the spirits of the air to direct it where she wanted it to go.

      The skinny man’s finger began to squeeze his pistol’s trigger. Stevie barked a hateful word that left her mouth in a bloody mist.

      The beads ignited with a sickly yellow light and slammed into their target. Where they touched the skinny man, they burned like falling stars, hot as the fires of hell.

      The skinny man screamed, and his gun hand flew away from the scorched stump of his wrist, spinning into the darkness. The masked creatures screamed along with their master, clutching their featureless faces and falling to their knees.

      Joe didn’t wait to see if they’d recover. He grabbed the pistol he’d been reaching for and swung his arm out. Without rising from his knee, he fired three bullets. One by one, the masked monsters flopped onto their backs, holes blown straight through their chests. Their bodies convulsed against the concrete, flopping like landed fish.

      The skinny man knelt next to Joe, his good hand clutched to the ruin of his left arm. Sizzling gobbets of molten flesh dribbled from his injury, and his skinny face seemed even thinner when pinched with pain. Stevie could feel the evil surrounding the man, a dark aura that struck against her face like sleet as she approached him. “I tried to do this the easy way,” she smiled at him, her own darkness rising to the challenge before her.

      The skinny man let out a pained wheeze that she took for a chuckle. “You think you won? You’ll pay for what you’ve done.”

      Stevie was close enough to touch the man, and she felt her power surging inside her. Far from home, she was still more than a match for this creature. Despite all its money and the army of monsters at its command, here it was just one more piece of evil shit to be scraped from her heel. She clawed her fingers and dug her nails into the skinny man’s shoulder. “What is this place?”

      When he didn’t answer, Stevie pushed her rage through the tips of her nails. The main writhed in agony, but her grip didn’t loosen.

      “The Auction House,” he gasped when she let him have his breath back.

      Stevie twisted her grip, and the man screamed, his pointed teeth snapping together with enamel-chipping force. “Why are you all here?”

      The man’s teeth chattered as shock set in. “Godsblood,” he gasped, “the power.”

      Stevie started to squeeze again, but the man shook his head. “No, no, stop hurting me,” he begged. “The Incarna brought it for the highest bidder. They took it from the heart of a dead god, the power of the divine for those strong enough to take it.”

      Joe sighed and nodded his head. “I know,” he agreed with her unspoken thought. “We gotta get rid of that shit, or the whole world’s going to hell.”

      Elsa piped up from where she was crouched near the stairwell. “I know where it is.”

      Stevie raised an eyebrow at Joe. “I’ll take care of this,” he said, tilting his head toward the skinny man. “Go to Elsa.”

      She turned and went back to her daughter. Elsa smiled up at her and reached out a hand. Stevie took it and pulled Elsa up onto her hip. She hugged her slim daughter close and turned back to her husband, shielding Elsa.

      Joe’s hand fell, and the heavy octagonal barrel of his pistol came to rest against the skinny man’s forehead. The gun roared, and one more evil was purged from the earth.
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      Elsa seemed to be running in random directions, but Joe didn’t question her guidance. He could tell she was following information from the dead, who loved her and would never lie. They went up the stairs long enough to make his hips ache and his lungs burn, then hooked a left off onto a narrow landing that led through a low-ceilinged hall with no doors. They were still underground, but Joe wasn’t sure how far. His sense of time and space was all out of whack since he’d gone down into the earth. They might be ten feet below the surface, maybe they were still a thousand; he didn’t have time to figure it out, and it didn’t really matter. He was on the hunt, following his daughter as she loped ahead of him.

      Stevie trotted alongside him, and he marveled at her quiet strength. He could feel the change in his wife, her growing confidence and the aura of command that clung to her. When Elsa paused to get her bearings, she put her hands on her hips and gulped air before asking, “What if we’re too late?”

      Joe adjusted his gun belt and his shotgun’s scabbard, then rubbed his wrists. Stevie’d been a little overzealous in shattering the manacles the auctioneer had bound Joe in, and he was going to have some bruises to show for it. “If we were too late, we’d already know it. We’ve got a little time left. That shit was the last thing on their list, I bet. Highlight of the auction.”

      She leaned against him and pressed her lips to his ear, lowered her voice to a whisper. “Can we do this?”

      Joe wrapped his left arm around his wife and pulled her closer. “We’ll need fire. A lot of it. Can you handle that part?”

      Stevie pushed back from Joe enough to look him in the eye. “That’s a stupid question.”

      He laughed and slapped her ass. “Then, yeah, we can do this.”

      Elsa hopped from foot to foot and gestured angrily at something Joe couldn’t see. Her whispers were harsh, angry, a voice he’d never heard her use before. Like her mother, Elsa was changing, becoming stronger, more aggressive. But Joe wasn’t sure the source of this newfound confidence was the same. He’d want Stevie to give their daughter a very close look when this all shook out, because Joe didn’t like the changes he was seeing.

      A sharp tug on his elbow and a disapproving look from Stevie got his attention. “Don’t look at her like that,” she whispered.

      He let out a sigh. The hardest part of his new attitude regarding his job was letting shit go. For so many years he’d been a zero-tolerance kind of man, firmly believing that if he killed the supernatural things that acted up, someone on the other side would do the sorting out. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Which meant he had to learn to slow down his judgment calls, give things more of a chance to play out before he drew his line in the sand. It meant watching his daughter and waiting to see what would happen, not putting her under a microscope and digging into her guts to figure out if there was something wrong.

      Not that he was all about peace and love and understanding these days. Those assholes upstairs? They were all going to die if he had his way. He nodded and whispered to his wife, “We need to make sure she doesn’t go south, all right? That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Not today,” Stevie whispered, then walked over to her daughter. She put her hand on Elsa’s shoulder, lending quiet support to her daughter and letting her husband know just where she stood.

      Joe resisted the urge to pick apart his complex feelings. “Another day, Joe,” he grumbled to himself and the unspoken thought, If you all survive, drifted up out of the cool, dark place in the back of his head.

      The voice of the Long Man reminded Joe of his wounded hand. He looked down and was glad to see that it was no longer bleeding all over the fucking place, but was now just a scabbed-up mess. It hurt, but it wasn’t a ball of torment anymore, and he figured by the time he got to Pitchfork, it would be just fine. He was healing slower than he’d liked, but at least he was healing. He wished he had two good mitts to handle his shotgun, but he’d make do. He’d been through worse.

      Elsa motioned for Joe to catch up, then headed down a side passage. She was leading them to the godsblood, but was having a harder and harder time wrangling her spirit guides the closer they got to their destination. Not even the dead wanted anything to do with the vile stuff. Joe wasn’t sure if it really lived up to its name, but he’d seen the changes it’d wrought on his own family and shuddered to think what it would do to someone like the skinny man or the rest of the freaks he’d seen in the auction hall. If they did nothing else here today, they needed to make sure none of that black goo made it into the hands of those rich, evil motherfuckers at the auction.

      The mansion was bigger than it had any right to be. They went up stairs and down, moving through halls that seemed to go on for hundreds of yards and rooms claustrophobic in their tiny dimensions. Moans and a strange, high-pitched piping came from behind some doors, growls and a low, throbbing chant from others. There were things in this house that Joe desperately wanted to investigate, but knew he didn’t have the time. He hoped what they were about to do would deal with most of the shit he was letting go, because he held no illusions that any of it was good.

      Elsa held up a hand, and her family stopped. They huddled in a shadowed hallway, watching as a trio of angry guards swept past on a perpendicular corridor, ugly weapons held at the ready. Someone must have noticed the skinny man was dead. They were running out of time.

      The three of them eased into the hallway, then hurried in the direction the guards had come from. Joe drew a pistol with his right hand and held it high as he ran. Their only chance if they ran into another group of guards was to react before the bad guys could open up with their submachine guns. He really hoped Stevie had more of her witch bullets, because he had a bad feeling they were going to need them.

      Chittering noises came from the hallway ahead of them. Joe felt his stomach drop. He hadn’t expected the freakish boys to show up to the party, and he didn’t think he’d have enough bullets to deal with them and the guards. He wasn’t sure there were enough bullets in the world to deal with the pasty little bastards. Now they really were out of time. “We close, little bit?”

      She didn’t waste her breath on a response, but nodded and pointed at a doorway on the left. It was a big stone thing, out of place in the otherwise modern decor. Joe put on a burst of speed and passed his daughter to get to the door.

      It was massive, twice as wide as any regular door, made of a single slab of dark, smooth stone. Joe put his hand against it and felt a deep, throbbing vibration coming off the door. Whoever’d put it there had wrapped it in spells to keep it in place.

      Shouts came from the hallway they’d been approaching. Gunfire roared in the confined space, and Joe could hear the castrato screams of the night-blooded boys as bullets tore into their flesh. That gave them a little more time - if the house guards were going toe-to-toe with the boys, that fight was going to drag on a while.

      He still had to get through the door. Stevie was by his side now, squinting at the door as if trying to see through it.  He nudged her with an elbow. “Any ideas?”

      “Bring any dynamite?”

      Joe laughed. “Left the last of it at the other job I was doing.”

      “Maybe I have something almost as good.”

      Stevie stood back from the door and tugged at the old crucifix around her neck. A small dagger came free, barely as long as her pinkie, but its edge winked sharp in the uncertain light. Without pause, she sliced the blade across the meat of her index finger and squeezed it until blood flowed free from the injury. “Stand back,” she muttered and went to the door.

      She hastily sketched a complex series of interlocking geometric symbols, pentagons and pentagrams, circles and triangles. She had to keep squeezing more blood from her finger to continue her work, and Joe worried she wasn’t going to be finished before they were overrun with guards or freaky little monsters. He kept an eye on the hallway, nervous energy moving him back and forth.

      “Stop pacing,” she whispered. “Come here.”

      The design was done, the deep red barely visible against the stone. Stevie pointed at the center of the design, a hexagon formed by the edges of the other designs. “When I say go, put a bullet right in the middle.”

      She didn’t wait for Joe to agree, but began chanting. The old words tumbled off her tongue like shards of jagged glass, cutting her lips and dripping blood as they came out. Joe hated watching her work with such raw power, knowing the cost to his wife. It was much like the toll he paid to pull on the Long Man’s power, but it held a darker edge. Joe would die one day, his life shortened by the strain he’d put himself through to contain that power. Stevie would meet a similar fate, he knew, but he also knew there was something waiting for her on the other side, something hungry and dark and vengeful. There were dangers even Joe couldn’t hold at bay.

      “Now,” she panted, wiping smears of blood from her chin.

      Joe didn’t take any chances. From three feet away, he pointed the gun at the center of the door and squeezed the trigger.

      He put all he had into the shot, stealing power from the Long Man and the Haunter, dragging it out of them despite their protests. They fought him, but his desperation gave Joe the edge. The bullet leapt from the barrel of the gun on a spear of silver fire, green smoke billowing around it.

      The explosion threw Joe across the hall and peppered him with stone shrapnel. Blood flowed from his cuts, and his ears rang. He choked on sulfurous smoke and the dust of pulverized stone, but he couldn’t stop grinning.

      Stevie’d done it. The door was gone.
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      Joe struggled back to his feet, gun at the ready. Stevie and Elsa hadn’t waited for him to get his wits about him, they were disappearing through the doorway by the time he was off his back. Joe could see flames flickering in the darkness as he rushed across the hall.

      The room was stacked with silver urns, close to five hundred of them as near as Joe could figure. His heart sank. He thought he’d stopped most of the godsblood from getting out of Pitchfork, but he’d been wrong. He prayed none of the auction winners had taken their loot from the room, that it was all still here. “Positive thoughts, Joe,” he grumbled. Then, to his wife, “Burn it all.”

      Flames erupted from the air around Stevie, a conflagration that sucked the wind from Joe’s lungs with its intensity. He grabbed Elsa and moved closer to the door, away from the fire. It would really piss him off if they’d come all this way and then asphyxiated trying to finish up. He didn’t worry about Stevie. This fire was her doing; it wouldn’t hurt her.

      Joe split his attention between the doorway and the fire. He could hear anguished cries and barking guns, so the fight between the guards and the boys was still in full swing. He wondered how many of each there were, and who would run out of reinforcements first. He really hoped the boys would be taken care of by the guards, because he didn’t want his family to face the pale horde on its own.

      Flames swarmed over the silver urns. The metal softened, handles drooping, sides bulging as the heat turned the silver soft as wax. Over the roar of the flames and the sounds of battle, Joe could hear a terrible screaming, like a hundred cats caught in an oven, only much, much louder.

      Elsa covered her ears with her hands, and tears leaked from her eyes. She mouthed something, but Joe couldn’t hear anything over the competing sounds. He hugged his daughter close.

      The screaming grew louder, clawing at his ears as the heat in the room increased. One of the urns gave way, the side opening to release a gout of black fluid that splashed onto the smoldering stone floor. The ebony stain spread across the stone, then began to boil in the unrelenting heat.

      Joe realized the screams weren’t only coming from inside the room. They were coming from the outside, and they were getting closer. “Shit,” he shouted and dragged Elsa away from the door.

      The store room was large, but maze-like. There were shelves on the left side, floor-to-ceiling metal racks that split the room into a dozen or more side passages and twisting halls. Joe hauled Elsa back into the maze, despite her protest. She was shouting something he couldn’t hear over the rest of the commotion inside and outside the room, trying to pull her wrist out of his grip. “No,” he barked, “come with me!”

      Joe needed his daughter out of the way, he needed to be able to concentrate on the fight that was coming. Far from the fire and the doorway, he stopped and pointed at the floor. Elsa glared at him with barely-restrained rebellion, but nodded and squatted against the wall. Satisfied, Joe ran back out into the coming fray.

      The urns popped like lanced cysts, sides bursting with tar-thick fluid that oozed across the floor toward Stevie. It no longer flowed naturally, but pushed toward the witch, a solid, bubbling line trying to save itself from certain destruction.

      Then the pale bodies burst through the doorway, a dozen of them at a full run. Joe shouted and jammed his pistol back into its holster. He slid the shotgun from its scabbard and dropped to one knee to aim. He braced the barrel across the back of his injured arm and threw what power he could muster into the weapon. Its runes glowed brilliant scarlet, then flashed to green.

      Joe squeezed both triggers, and the gun vomited fire and a sizzling combination of lead and silver into the onrushing horde. The special shot and bilious fire shredded the small bodies, separating limbs from torsos, punching oozing black holes through their chests, burning their faces off and melting their fingers and toes together. The first group of boys lay on the ground, smoking and convulsing as whatever passed for life fled from their pasty flesh. Joe broke the shotgun open and crammed a pair of shells from his gun belt into the still-warm barrel.

      The Haunter and the Long Man were screaming in Joe’s head, a competing torrent of obscenities and panicked pleas. They were terrified he’d die here and kill the pieces of them he’d stolen. They wanted him to run, to get into the wind before he was murdered where he stood. “Shut up!” Joe roared, tired of their self-serving fear.

      The room flashed from inferno hot to glacial chill in the time it took Joe to draw a breath. He heard a tremendous crash and turned to see Stevie flung across the room into one of the shelves. She flopped bonelessly to the floor.

      What he could see was the auctioneer, standing behind the sizzling urns. His suit was still impeccable, but his face was torn and bubbling in places. Joe watched as the man’s flesh cooked away to reveal a slick, crystalline structure. The thing’s false face split down the middle and sloughed off either side as the creature inside swelled, pushing through the fleshy confines it had hidden within.

      Joe swiveled toward the auctioneer and squeezed the shotgun’s left trigger. Fire and shot blasted it in the face and the chest, knocking it back. Joe didn’t know what the auctioneer was becoming, and he wasn’t going to wait to find out. He got up and walked toward it, firing the second barrel as it struggled to get back on its feet. Chunks of black crystal flew off in all directions, popping and sparking as they disintegrated into burning powder. Joe slammed the empty shotgun back into its scabbard and drew his pistol.

      He advanced around the growing puddle of black goo, firing as he went. His first shot caught the crystalline head dead center, shattering off a fist-sized chunk of smoking darkness. The auctioneer went down, flopping onto its back, hands curled onto its chest as it shed its skin. Joe fired again, chipping away more of its skull, then pumped a few rounds into its chest until it stopped moving. He shoved the pistol back into its holster and drew its brother. He pointed the weapon at the auctioneer, daring it to move. He couldn’t tell if he’d killed it, but it made no effort to defend itself, even as he pulled the hammer back for another shot.

      Movement dragged his attention away from the auctioneer. More little bodies were flooding into the room, surging forward on all fours like mutant dogs. They shrieked as they came, tinny voices shaking the air with their fury.

      Joe saw Stevie shaking her head, regaining her senses. She saw the threat, too, and raised her shaking hand. A dark word spilled from her mouth, and Joe felt the whole room shake like a rat caught in a terrier’s jaws.

      The boys flew back, bodies shattered by a fist of pure force. Their pale bodies ruptured, spewing torrents of black blood in every direction. The force of Stevie’s attack carried the corpses out of the room, shunting them into the hallway where their remains splattered against the far wall like bugs against a windshield.

      But more were coming, their screams drawing near. Joe rushed to Stevie and hauled her onto her feet. “You good?”

      She nodded, though Joe could see she wasn’t back to full strength. An ugly bruise turned the left side of her face purple. “I got this,” she said, forcing a grin.

      Joe pressed a hard kiss against her cheek. “Get ‘em, girl.”

      Then he holstered his pistol and broke the shotgun open over his knee. He was cramming two more shells in when he felt the temperature spike and heard flames roar. The screaming began again, and Joe ground his teeth against the sound. On top of everything else, he was pretty sure he was going deaf from that racket.

      Then another noise joined the cacophony, a thundering moan that shook Joe’s heart in his chest. “What the fuck?” he shouted and turned back to the molten urns.

      The auctioneer was back on its feet, all of its legs shifting and scuttling as it righted itself. It had shed the remnants of its human disguise and now stood revealed in its alien majesty, a crystalline monstrosity with three arms spaced evenly around the hexagonal pillar of its body, six legs jutting from its base. The wounds Joe had inflicted were still visible, but the auctioneer seemed ready for business. It stomped forward and plunged its faceted head into the lake of boiling, black fluid, ignoring the fire Stevie poured onto it. Joe could swear he heard the thing slurping over the rest of the noise. “Ah, you motherfucker,” he snarled.

      Even as Stevie destroyed the godsblood, the auctioneer devoured the rest. It seemed to grow in intensity, becoming more concrete by the second, gaining a sense of gravity that threatened to destroy everything around it. Its arms snapped through the air, clattering and cracking as they grew and added new joints to their length. Each arm ended with four sharp prongs in a radial pattern, alien gigging forks that darted and tested their new strength.

      Joe ran back through the shelves. It was over. They’d lost. They had to get out of there, now, before the auctioneer tore them apart and feasted on their gizzards. He snatched Elsa up without a word and ran back out to where Stevie was bathing the monstrosity with fire. He grabbed his wife by the shoulder and dragged her toward the door. “Gotta go,” he shouted, and she backed away from the auctioneer, still keeping the fire blazing to cover their retreat.

      But the doorway was filled with pale bodies. They crawled over their fallen brothers, black tears running down their faces as they screeched in inhuman anguish. Joe could see their sharp teeth in the black craters of their mouths and knew it was over. They were trapped. There was no way he could fight off all of them before the crystal horror behind them tore his family apart. He lowered Elsa to the floor and drew his shotgun from its scabbard with his good hand. He stared at the mob of boys as he crammed shells into his shotgun. “Let’s go,” he taunted and squeezed the trigger.
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      The supernatural buckshot tore through the pale boys, but Joe knew it wasn’t going to be enough. There were too many of them. He killed a dozen of them with the first shot, then more with the second, but he wasn’t stopping them. He slipped the shotgun back into its scabbard with one hand and whipped a pistol from its holster with the other.

      The boys he hadn’t killed outright were healing. They reached out severed limbs to one another, fusing their wounds together, creating something bigger, more powerful than the sum of their parts. Joe fired into the forming behemoth, but he couldn’t stop the pale golem from stitching itself together. It grew and grew, fattening on the bodies of the boys as it merged with them. He fired into their blank-eyed faces until the revolver’s hammer fell on an empty cylinder, then jammed that pistol back into its holster. He didn’t have time to reload, the golem was coming on too fast.

      The floor shook, and Joe looked over his shoulder at the auctioneer. It stomped through the molten silver and midnight-black godsblood, flinging droplets of hot metal and boiling liquid in all directions. It struggled to make headway against the flood of fire Stevie was pouring onto it, but Joe knew the thing would win, in the end. Stevie’s face was pale and drawn, fresh blood oozing from her wounds as she stretched herself to the breaking point.

      He pulled Elsa close to his leg and reached back with his wounded arm to give Stevie a clumsy squeeze. “I love you!” he shouted, knowing it might be the last words he ever said. The boys were coming, preparing to drive his family into the deadly arms of the auctioneer. There was nowhere to go. They were done.

      The behemoth the boys had become strode forward, multiple heads brushing the ceiling, tentacular, ropy arms thrashing the air as it stomped ahead on thick, trunk-like legs. Joe pushed his daughter behind him and squared his shoulders. He ripped power away from the warring entities inside him, and they no longer resisted him. The Haunter and the Long Man were terrified of losing the pieces of themselves tied to Joe, and lent him their mystical aid in a last-ditch effort to turn the tides of the battle. He wasn’t going down without a fight.

      The first punch crashed into the side of Joe’s head, an unexpected blow that moved much faster than he thought possible. His ears rang, and his vision strobed black and red. It was like being hit with a wrecking ball, and Joe felt things slide around inside him that weren’t supposed to move. He came back with a punch of his own, but it was slow and clumsy, glancing off the thing’s body with about as much effect as a feather pillow. The golem’s second punch drove him to his knees and had him spitting blood.

      He could see more boys piling into the fray, merging with their brothers. A third punch battered him onto his belly, and he didn’t think he had it in him to get back up.

      Elsa screamed, her voice a strident protest. “Stop it!” she shouted. “You know better!”

      To Joe’s shock, the golem recoiled from his daughter, flailing hands covering its many faces in surprise.

      Elsa stood in front of her father, hands raised. “We didn’t do this!”

      The merged boys wailed in dismay, suddenly uncertain. Joe dragged himself off the ground, shaking with the effort. Elsa stood firm, hands stretched out in front of her, hair whipping around her head like a nest of angry copperheads. “You know we didn’t do this.”

      Its many heads wavered in the air, turning from side to side, trying to make sense of the little girl before it. Despite its formidable presence, the golem was made up of dozens of primitive, child-like minds. Joe didn’t know why it was listening to Elsa, but he prayed it would keep doing just that. He glanced over his shoulder and shouted in surprise.

      The auctioneer was close. Its arms were stretched out around Stevie, held at bay by the fire, but so very close. It was less than five feet away, leaning into his wife’s attack, driving itself forward with single-minded intensity.

      Joe drew his shotgun and cracked it open, filled the barrels and slammed it closed.

      He swung around the fire Stevie was pouring onto her attacker and pointed the shotgun up at the auctioneer’s head, unloading both barrels into its jaw. Fire and smoke obscured the auctioneer, and it reeled back from the explosive attack, all of its arms scraping the ceiling as it stumbled. Joe broke the shotgun again and reloaded, hoping he’d have time for another shot.

      But he didn’t.

      A black crystal arm lashed out, smashing the shotgun from Joe’s hand and opening a deep gash across his chest with each of its four dagger-like points. Blood splashed out of him, and his eyes rolled in their sockets as horrific pain lashed through him. It was like having a belt sander running on exposed nerves.

      Stevie screamed, and Joe saw the auctioneer fling her aside with another arm. Blood trailed away from Stevie’s unconscious body as she flew across the room.

      The auctioneer’s last arm drew back, points glinting with a light all their own. Joe saw where it was aiming and struggled to rise, but all he could manage was a croaked, “No.”

      Then the arm was flashing through the air, aimed straight at Elsa’s back.
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      Al ran through the mansion, head low to the ground as he trailed his mother’s scent. Blood ran off his slick skin, the remnants of his battle with the guards. He felt sick at the number he’d killed, but exhilarated as well. He was stronger than he’d ever been, he had become something new and strange. And all he’d had to do was stop fighting against his true nature and the godsblood inside him.

      He threw himself over the edge of a spiral staircase, plummeting through the blackness, slowing his fall by snatching at the railing as he fell. His body grew slimmer, longer, more streamlined as he dropped. His protean flesh seemed to know what was needed and how best to give Al the tools he required to survive now that he no longer fought its wishes.

      He’d battled this for so long, confined by his own beliefs and fears. He’d been a fool. He knew his family would have a hard time accepting what he’d become, but he found he was not as concerned about that as he’d once been. They wanted him to be one thing, but he was another entirely. There was no way to reconcile those two ideas of Al, and he’d given up trying. If he wanted to survive, he had to embrace what he was, not pretend to be something else. He hadn’t asked to be this, but he was tired of resisting his true nature.

      The sounds of battle filled him with a dark glee, and he raced toward them. His body shifted again, changing as he ran. Powerful legs propelled him forward even as his clawed hands dragged him ahead, digging into the walls on either side of him for purchase. He roared as he went, a hideous, warped cry that tore through the air like the thunder of a fighter jet’s afterburners.

      He hit the first guard and shredded the man without breaking stride. His claws tore the guard’s throat out, and his feet beat the man to the floor before his companion had a chance to react. Al lashed out with his other arm, driving the second guard to the floor in a gout of blood that pulsed from his opened chest. The dying guard’s finger spasmed around the trigger of his submachine guns and bullets stitched across the ceiling as Al rushed into the next pack of thugs.

      These were more prepared, but still no match for Al. His flesh warped and twisted around their attacks, leaving them swinging at air and shooting at nothing. His claws and teeth ripped through them, spilling blood and entrails in a flurry of motion. The guards slipped and skidded on their own internal organs and splashing blood, dying even as they fell. There was no challenge here for Al, they were mere obstacles for him to slice through. How had he ever let anyone try to restrict him? How much pain could have been avoided if he’d just let go?

      He leapt over the last of the guards, killing one of them with a snap of his leg that drove razor-sharp talons through an exposed throat. The guard went down, his blood blinding the guard next to him. Al hit the ground on all fours, roaring and rushing toward the pale bodies ahead of him.

      He didn’t have time to fight the strange creatures, he had to get to his family. Al dove past the boys, claws catching in wooden walls. He ran over and around the pale forms, sliding down the wall and slipping past their growing bulk when he reached the storeroom.

      The stink of spilled blood, of his family’s spilled blood, filled Al’s nostrils at once. He took in his fallen parents and the crystalline monstrosity towering over them, and rushed to battle. He saw the swooping crystalline spikes aimed at his little sister, and Al knew what he had to do.

      He threw himself in front of the attack meant for Elsa. The quadruple tines raked along his shoulder and impaled his left hip, but didn’t reach Elsa. The pain was an immense, crushing pressure that threatened to overwhelm Al, but his body responded at once. His flesh rejected the wounds and the things that made them, flowing around the damage and coming out the other side whole once more.

      Al pivoted and leapt, twisting in the air, and came down hard on the crystalline tower’s back. His claws dug gouges in it, and he wrapped both hands around one of the spearing arms. His muscles bulged beneath slick skin, and he wrenched it across his body. Stone splintered, then cracked away. Al roared and lifted the broken arm over his head. He slammed it down into the back of the crystalline monster’s head, smashing again and again.

      Another arm came up behind Al, slamming into his side and knocking him from his perch. As he fell, he swiveled to land on his feet, but another blow disrupted his fall. It crashed down on his back, all four tines piercing his flesh and driving him to the ground. The spikes burst from his chest, and Al felt something break inside him, a terrible pain that burst in his mind like an artillery shell.

      He struggled against his attacker, trying to lift himself from the floor, but he couldn’t get the leverage with his arms, and his legs weren’t listening to him anymore. He could do little more than writhe against the thing on top of him, and when it brought one of its legs down on his shoulders with crushing force, he couldn’t even do that.

      “You worms,” the monster spat, its voice cracking the air like the sound of an avalanche. “You have disrupted a rite ten thousand years in the making. You will be made to suffer for your arrogance, to endure unending torment until we can prepare ourselves once more.”

      It twisted the spikes in Al’s back, winding his spine around them like spaghetti around a dinner fork. He screamed as it ripped out his backbone.

      “How dare you?” the auctioneer screamed. Al could feel it stepping off him, crushing his left shoulder blade as it shifted its weight. “How dare you, you insignificant creatures, disrupt the succession?”

      Al heard his father’s barking laugh. “Fuck you, geode.”

      Then he heard and felt enormous crystalline feet pound across the concrete. There was a meaty thud, and Al recognized his father’s grunt of pain.

      He felt something tickling at the edges of his wounds. Even as his body tried to fix the damage, tried to flow into a new shape that could survive this injury, there was something trying to get inside of him. Al recognized the touch of the godsblood, the intimacy of its need to be one with him. He’d embraced his darker nature, but that at least was part of him. The godsblood gave him something else, something strange and alien. If he let himself, Al could become something strange and powerful, but he didn’t know how much of what made him him would be left.

      The godsblood slipped along the edges of his wounds, and Al could see what it wanted, how it needed things to be between them. He struggled with his feelings, but with his back ripped out and his body failing on its own, he knew he didn’t really have a choice anymore.

      If he wanted to save his family, if he just wanted to survive, Al was going to have to take a leap of faith. He knew it would change everything, that it would make him into something new and terrible, but he was out of options.

      Al closed his eyes, and he let go.
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      Joe watched the auctioneer destroy Al, walking across his son’s body like it was so much trash. He didn’t even hear the taunts the crystalline horror spat; his world was red, and the only the sound he could hear was the pumping of his rage-filled heart.

      He used the shotgun like a cane to get back onto his feet, and let loose a barking laugh. “Fuck you, geode.”

      The auctioneer moved with lightning speed, covering the distance between them in two lightning-fast steps. It slammed one of its whipping arms across Joe’s chest, driving him back and spilling more of the Night Marshal’s blood.

      Joe responded by firing the shotgun, point blank, into the thing’s wounded head.

      Shards of burning crystal flew in every direction, peppering the air with purple sparks. He fired again, and still more of the auctioneer’s head shattered, revealing a glittering black core that oozed down its surface like sludge.

      But even that wasn’t enough to stop the auctioneer. It shuddered, then snapped its arms toward Joe.

      He ducked below the attack, rolling away from the monstrosity before it could land a shot on him again. He didn’t know if he could handle another injury.

      The monster advanced on him, stone breaking under its feet as it pounded after him. Its spiked fists slammed into the ground as Joe rolled, and he could feel their impact bouncing him off the stone floor. He kept rolling, desperate to stay ahead of the attacks. Then he hit the wall and knew he was out of room. He closed his eyes and waited for the crushing blow, hoping he’d bought his family time enough to escape or mount a defense.

      But the blow never came. He opened his eyes to see the mob of boys towering above him, hands latched onto the auctioneer’s crystalline arms. Through the golem’s wide-spread legs, Joe could see Elsa, her hands outstretched, brow furrowed in concentration. He marveled at his little girl’s power, and felt a quiet horror at what it was costing her. She was controlling the boys, her mind merged with theirs, and he wondered what nightmares she was forced to witness. Her eyes glowed electric blue, the air around her crackling with power.

      Joe scurried around the warring beasts, sheathing his shotgun as he rushed to his wife. She was on hands and knees, blood drooling from her mouth, but she raised her head when he called her name. “Stevie!” he shouted. “Get its head! Burn it!”

      She nodded, and he helped her to her feet. She squinted and leaned against him. She aimed one finger at the auctioneer, and a line of brilliant white flame leapt through the air.

      But the monster was too fast for the attack. It pivoted on its five feet and shoved the merged boys into the fire. The white heat speared through their pale flesh, and the golem bubbled and burst open in a blackened line from shoulder to hip.

      Elsa screamed and crumpled to the ground, even as the boys broke apart. They were no longer a single thing, no longer a concentrated force. They fell apart and scattered, fleeing from the auctioneer’s wrath, screaming in pain as it stomped them underfoot and impaled them upon its spearing arms.

      Joe took advantage of the monster’s rampage and reloaded one of his pistols, struggling to get the slick bullets into the chambers. Sweat stung his eyes and his body ached like he’d been run over by a steamroller.

      The auctioneer howled and stomped through the fleeing boys. It raised one foot above Elsa, preparing to flatten her against the concrete floor.

      Joe flicked his pistol’s cylinder closed and fired, hammering the auctioneer’s cracked head with one shot after another. It backed off Elsa, covering its wounded face with its arms. Joe advanced, still firing, until the hammer clicked on an empty cylinder. He stood in front of Elsa, empty pistol dangling at his side. He was tired, too tired to keep going. It was going to kill them all, but at least Joe knew he’d tried. It was all he could do.

      A blood-streaked tangle of claws and fangs landed on the auctioneers back, black goo pouring off it. Joe stared in horror at what Al had become. He could see his boy’s face, but his body was a constantly shifting form, pink and red and black, clawing and biting at the auctioneer.

      Despite the horrible wounds Al inflicted on it, the auctioneer wasn’t giving up the fight. It stabbed at Al again and again, wounding the boy so horribly Joe didn’t know how his son could still be alive.

      Al held onto the cracked edges of the auctioneer’s head with clawed hands. He pulled at the broken crystal, straining against it even as the auctioneer stabbed him again and again. Al, his eyes black as a shark’s, stared at Joe, urging him to action.

      Joe got the picture and slammed his pistol back into its holster.

      With a final, monumental effort, Al jerked his arms apart.

      The auctioneer’s head split in half, and a geyser of black blood spewed from the stump of its neck. Al forced the thing’s convulsing body down, lowering its shattered head to reveal the oozing interior.

      Joe stepped forward and tore his badge from his shirt with his right hand. He stole strength from the monsters in his head and poured it through his badge, transforming it into a blazing star. Joe drove the badge into the auctioneer’s goopy ruin of a head.

      Al and Joe flew in opposite directions as Night Marshal’s power flowed into the auctioneer’s core and ignited the godsblood compressed at its center. It exploded, showering the storeroom with smoldering bits of its crystalline body.

      Joe slid across the rough floor until his back slammed into one of the metal racks.

      His world turned gray, then slowly faded back into focus. He looked up and saw Stevie looking down at him. Her eye was still swollen shut, her lips black with bruises, one whole side of her face purple with a hematoma, but she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “Get up, lazy bones. I’m tired of dragging you.”

      She helped him to his feet, and for a moment he had to lean against her to keep his balance. “Al?”

      “He’s fine. More or less. We have to get out of here.”

      Joe nodded and straightened up. He limped along behind his family, his right arm dangling loose from its socket. They’d dragged him a ways from the storeroom - he couldn’t even see any signs of the battle they’d finished. “We got it, right?”

      Al snorted. Joe was amazed at how good the boy looked. He had no visible injuries, but he was thinner, almost skeletal. His eyes were darker now, haunted by what he’d done, a mark of what he’d become. “We got it. Now we have to get out of here before they get us.”

      Elsa led the way, her ghostly allies guiding the battered family around the guards and fleeing guests. The place was a madhouse, with people running in every direction. Joe allowed himself a grim smile at the discomfort of all the assholes who’d been trying to buy their way into godhood. He only wished they had more time to deal with them.

      The family made it off the mansion grounds and slipped through the gathering crowds of emergency crews under Stevie’s veil. They walked away from the burning mansion, and Joe wondered if he was ever going to be able to resolve his problems with anything but blood and burning houses. Probably not, he thought.

      They limped to where Stevie’d left the Rambler. Joe sat on the hood, head in his hands. “Did we get it all?”

      Al nodded. “Yeah, we got it. No one’s going to be soaking up any godsblood for a long while, I’d imagine.”

      Elsa agreed with her brother. “The boys say it’s all gone. They’re sorry things happened the way they did.”

      Joe wrapped his arms around his little girl and pulled her closer. “Me, too, little bit. Me, too.”

      The family watched the flames rise above Ladue, a fire fueled by evil dreams, climbing into the air over the trees, spreading black smoke like spilled oil across winter’s blue sky.
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      The sheriff carried the urn with both hands, holding it as far out in front of her as she could manage. She carried it through the halls of the Black Lodge, winding her way deeper and deeper into the old place, following the silent urging of the Long Man. She hated every step she took, wishing she’d never taken this goddamned job. When she arrived at her destination, she placed the urn on the little table in front of the boss. “Here it is.”

      She turned to leave, but the Long Man had other plans. “You should stay for a bit.”

      The sheriff knew better than to show her displeasure. The Long Man was becoming more dangerous, less predictable. The last thing she wanted to do was piss him off. She sat on the edge of a horsehair sofa, hands on her knees.

      The Long Man nodded at her obedience, then turned his attention to the urn. “This is all there was?”

      “All I could get without drawing their attention. Hark’s burned the rest of it by now. Burned down most of the Auction House, too.”

      The Long Man smiled at her. “Then you have done well and will be rewarded. He suspects nothing?”

      The sheriff shook her head. “He doesn’t even think I believe in this shit. For all he knows, I spend my days and nights tracking down drunks and pushers. He’s going to be really, really pissed when he finds out I took him for a ride.”

      The Long Man stroked the urn’s lid. “I imagine you are correct. Which is why he must not find out until we are through here.”

      “How long will you need?” The sheriff didn’t understand all of the Long Man’s plans, but she knew whatever he had up his sleeve, he was going to need some time to recover after he set it in motion. “A week?”

      “A month. Six weeks, perhaps.” The Long Man shrugged. “Perhaps much longer. Honestly, I am not sure. This is not an exact science. I had planned to be well by this point, not…damaged.”

      “What happens to him when you’re done?”

      The Long Man chuckled. “Have you taken a shine to him?”

      The sheriff considered lying, but knew it was pointless. “I respect him. He’s a good man.”

      “Is he?” The Long Man seemed to consider the words before rejecting them. “No, he is not. He has become a good man, for now, but at his core he is broken, pathetic.”

      “What happens to him?”

      “He stole from me,” the Long Man snarled. “I gavehim all the power he would ever need, and still it was not enough. He wanted to be free as well as strong.”

      The sheriff sympathized with that. She was starting to feel the painful tug of the Long Man’s leash herself after only a few months on the payroll. His deals were never as good as they seemed. “What happens to him?”

      “You will not be happy until I say it?” The Long Man leaned forward, and his shadow grew around him, sprouting from his back like tortured wings. “Fine. I will say it. Then he goes. I take back what is mine. I shred his soul and feed it to the monsters he has spent his life fighting. That is the price of betrayal.”

      “You won’t need him?”

      The Long Man smiled, and his teeth seemed to multiply in his mouth. “When I’m done, I will not have any use for him. Or anyone else.”

      He stood, holding the urn under one arm. “When I am done, Sheriff, I will be a god.”

      The Long Man walked to the far door, paused, turned back. “And think about whose side you want to be on when that happens. Think about the cost of betrayal.”

      He left the sheriff alone with her thoughts.

      And her fears.
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        The dead rise to seek vengeance on the living. Swarms of glittering emerald wasps spread violent madness through their stings. A black rain falls and spreads a mysterious disease. The end of all things is at hand.

        What will you become to survive?

        Start reading the new post-apocalyptic thriller from Sam Witt - for free! Visit the link below to get the first episode.

        http://www.samwitt.com/armageddon-thrones-s1
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      Night-Blooded Boys came about because some assholes with more money than brains decided to build a fracking site not terribly far from my house. Within a month of them firing that puppy up, my neighborhood started rocking and rolling with earthquakes on the regular. Keep in mind, this same neighborhood hadn’t had an earthquake ever.

      Because I live in Texas and our summers are hotter’n Joe’s shotgun after a Left-Hand Path hoedown, I had a pool. The operative word here is had. When the earth turned into poorly set gelatin a few times every week, it did bad things to my pool. The damned thing shifted a few degrees and tore out all the plumbing on one side. While the pump was on. In the middle of the night.

      End result - my pool was pretty much destroyed.

      As was my neighbor’s sprinkler system. And the guy down the street had the main line between his house and city water busted. I don’t even want to know what our foundations look like.

      But the worst part was the sewage. After a few earthquakes in as many days, something went horribly awry with the city sewer lines on our street. Black sludge started seeping up into toilets and bathtubs. It oozed out of storm drains and ran down the street in nightmarish rivulets of shit.

      Naturally, people started getting pretty bent out of shape. I get it, we all love some cheap natural gas, but if the cost is tens of thousands of dollars in property damage and literal rivers of shit flowing into your house, maybe it’s not worth it.

      But, here’s the thing. The gas company assures me that frakking doesn’t cause earthquakes. It’s impossible for their drilling process, which involves pumping millions of gallons of industrial nightmare fluid deep into the earth, to have any effect on the environment at all. And because their process isn’t dangerous or disruptive in anyway, how about all of us with property damage just pack up our bitching and go the fuck home.

      That’s where the core idea for this book came from. Not from the frakking itself, but from the disregard for anything but profit the drilling company displayed. They know what they’re doing is causing problems—it’s not like there haven’t been studies on all the nasty shit that’s happening because of frakking (check out Gasland on Netflix).

      And we’re all guilty of this, at least a little bit. We look the other way to avoid some inconvenient truths about our lifestyles and what they cost the rest of the world. We look the other way when Evil Corporation #1 does evil shit because we work for them, or because in one way or another we get paid because of what they’re doing.

      That’s how the evil gets in. It slips through the cracks when we’re looking the other way.

      I’m just of guilty of looking after my best interests as everyone else. But, lately…

      Lately it’s getting harder to look the other way. Maybe that’s why I’m writing more and more. Maybe that’s why my books keep getting a little darker, a little gloomier.

      And maybe that’s why I keep struggling to find the light, to jam a candle into these little tales of mine to remind myself, and you, gentle reader, that good people can do make a change.

      Maybe if I keep writing, if I make the right kind of noises, I can help move that change along.

      I sure as hell hope so.

      Seeya next time—

      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.
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