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To my father—the most decent and honorable man that I know












 



I am well satisfied that being awake, I know I dream not; though when I dream, I think myself awake.


—Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan





A man cannot be too careful in the choice of his enemies.


—Oscar Wilde















PART THE FIRST


A Small Price to Pay













Prologue



A BRIEF RECAP OF WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE, SCREENPLAY STYLE


The clip begins with John Charming’s voice doing a voice-over.




JOHN (VO): Previously on Tales of the Pax Arcana:





[CU of John Charming standing in a river up to his waist. It is night, and he is stripped down to his boxer shorts. He is leanly muscled and scarred, holding a crude staff in his hands while a longbow is slung over his shoulder. He is facing a patch of shifting darkness where a wila hides in the woods at the edge of the water.]




WILA: What are you?


JOHN: Would you believe room service?


WILA: There are no rooms here. And you didn’t bring me anything. In fact, you took something away from me and tried to kill me.


JOHN: I didn’t say I was very good at it.


WILA: What is this really about?


JOHN: Perhaps this is about the fact that my name is John Charming. Perhaps my family has protected humanity from things like you for more than a thousand years. Perhaps, sometimes, on nights like this, I remember who I really am.





[The wila’s voice begins to thicken, to deepen. There is a sense of shadows growing larger.]




WILA: Are you telling me that a Charming still lives, and he’s a werewolf?


JOHN: I did say perhaps.





Cut to a scene where John is naked in a forest, surrounded by growling wolves, on his hands and knees. He is changing into a wolf.


Cut to a scene where a six-foot-tall athletic-looking blond female, Sig Norresdotter, stands in the doorway of a bar while the narrator has another voice-over:




JOHN (VO): She smelled wrong. Well, no, that’s not exactly true. She smelled clean, like fresh snow and air after a lightning storm and something hard to identify, something like sex and butter pecan ice cream. Honestly, I think she was the best thing I’d ever smelled. I was inferring “wrongness” from the fact that she wasn’t entirely human. I later found out that her name was Sig.





Cut to a scene in a dark alley where John is unarmed and facing a vampire coming at him with a machete. The vampire’s fangs are bared. A spear flies over John’s shoulder and impales the vampire so that the metal point is emerging from his back and the wooden haft is lodged directly in his heart. Sig’s voice reverberates from some point above and behind John.




SIG: I’m a valkyrie.





Cut to a scene where John, Sig, and a vampire hunter named Stanislav Dvornik are talking to Ted Cahill, a homicide detective, over breakfast:




JOHN [reaching for a cup of coffee]: Has Sig told you about the Pax Arcana?


CAHILL: That’s the big “don’t ask, don’t tell” magic, right? She told me that before the elves went back to where they came from, they made the spell to protect all the little half-elf bastards they were leaving behind. The knights are like magical bouncers or something.


JOHN: It’s a little more complicated than that. Knights are immune to magical compulsions because they’re already under a spell called a geas, a magically binding oath. The knights swore to not harm any supernatural beings who aren’t threatening the Pax Arcana, and to eliminate any who are as quietly as possible.





A montage of scenes where monsters are being eliminated follows. Cut to a scene by a riverbank where a watery humanoid soaked in Greek fire is screaming and thrashing as it catches fire.


Cut to a scene where a pug-nosed humanoid with purple blotches on its skin has been impaled by a copper pipe from behind.


Cut to a scene where John and Sig are sitting on the ground with their backs against a suburban house in a lower-class residential neighborhood, staying low so that they cannot be seen through the window they are poised beneath.




JOHN: I’m not going to be able to stay in Clayburg after we deal with this hive, Sig. You know that, right? It would be too dangerous for both of us.





Cut to a scene where John and Sig are making out in a parked car on a dark street in front of a health food store.


Cut to a scene where John is in a forest reading a letter. Sig’s voice is recounting the words.




SIG (VO): I have feelings for you, very strong feelings, but that’s why you’re not good for me right now. I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is.





Cut to a scene where John is standing on the doorstep of Sig’s new apartment on a wintry night. John is holding a red rose.




SIG: You realize that if you pursue this, you’re going to get punched a lot.


JOHN: I’ll heal.


SIG [leaning forward to kiss him]: Yes, you will.





Opening credits begin to roll to the sound of Eminem’s “The Monster” featuring Rihanna.
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IT TAKES A VILLAGE IDIOT


Once Upon a Time, Ted Cahill had changed. The only real question was whether Cahill had changed too much or not enough.


For example, when I first met Cahill, he had been a mouthy homicide detective in Clayburg, Virginia. Now he was the sheriff of Tatum, New York, which basically meant that he was better paid, had more administrative responsibilities, and was forced to be a lot more polite to a lot more people. But when someone in Cahill’s jurisdiction died in a suspicious manner, he was still a homicide detective at heart. And Tatum and Clayburg had a lot in common: Both towns are nestled in mountains, both towns are hosts to small private universities, and both towns call themselves cities, as if saying the word could make it true. So, how much of the change in Cahill’s status and environment was really all that significant?


Another thing about Cahill that was different—but not unrecognizably so—was his physical appearance. Cahill’s skin was a little paler than when I’d first met him, and I was willing to swear that his freckles were disappearing. His excess body fat had melted off like wax from a lit candle, and his cheekbones were still pronounced, but in an angular way rather than chubby. His brown eyes were still small but now burned with an intensity that might be compelling or disturbing depending on how you looked at them… or how those eyes looked at you. This quality is actually fairly common among supernatural beings struggling with predatory instincts.


And that, of course, was the biggest change, the catalyst for all of the cosmetic alterations in Cahill’s life. Ted Cahill had become a dhampir, a vampire who still retained some of his humanity. It was when trying to figure out how much humanity Cahill still retained (or what humanity meant exactly) that things got confusing.


“So, what about it, wolf boy? Do you smell it?” Cahill had been pushy and snappish ever since we arrived. He seemed to feel like he was doing us a huge favor by letting us help him, because asking for help had been so difficult.


“I smell it,” I confirmed. Sig Norresdotter, Cahill, and I were standing in the middle of a frosty and fenced in horseback riding ring next to Kincaid University’s stables. It was that kind of private school. Tatum in January was a lot colder than Virginia, and I was wearing a grey hoodie under a brown Flying Tiger fighter pilot jacket. I was also wearing black leather gloves, thermals under my dark blue jeans, two pairs of socks beneath my running shoes, and a slight frown.


The scent in question had been dissipating for twenty-four hours and was now too faint for normal human senses, but I could discern a weird, flat tang in the air. It was the slightly off, kind of wrong, almost burnt smell that writers of the old tales used to describe as brimstone. When someone or something from another plane suddenly materializes on this one, molecules from the visitor’s dimension get shoehorned into ours, and molecules from our plane get sucked into the visitor’s home to fill up the empty spaces left behind. It’s like the alternate-universe version of swapping spit. And the surrounding air has a neutral but not quite natural feel to it afterward.


Cahill gave me an impatient look. “And?”


“And why don’t you shove an orange cone up your ass and go direct traffic, you doorknob?” I said. “I’m trying to concentrate so I can do your job for you.”


Well, okay, I didn’t really say that. I might have a year earlier, but I’ve been working on my social skills. Instead, I confirmed Cahill’s suspicions. “Something supernatural manifested in this corral.”


“Was this thing summoned?” Sig spoke up, wearing some kind of cream-colored, soft-shelled female outdoor jacket unzipped. She wasn’t bothered by the cold any more than she was by the heat of the huge steaming cup of drive-through coffee that she was gulping instead of sipping.


By way of answering, I fished out my wallet and flashed the driver’s license I was currently using. “Does it say Gandalf on here or something?”


I really did say that one.


Sig gave me a look, and her glare is a formidable thing: icy-eyed, intense, full-lipped, and framed by long golden hair flowing over Scandinavian cheekbones. I stared back and saw how smart and strong and beautiful she was, and smiled.


Seeing that smile, her eyes softened, and the corners of her lips curved upward slightly. Being around Cahill again had us both a little on edge, so I relented. “Yeah, it was probably summoned deliberately. Things that break into our universe without an invitation are rare, and they usually kick up a shitstorm right away. They don’t go bump in the night; they go boom.”


Sig nodded and addressed Cahill without looking at him or using his name. “This missing college student… What was her name again?”


“Lindsey Williams,” Cahill supplied. “I was thinking maybe you’d see her ghost around here.”


“I don’t,” Sig said shortly. She doesn’t particularly like the I-see-dead-people part of being descended from Valkyries, but she doesn’t deny it either. “So, a security camera caught this Lindsey Williams heading this way at three thirty in the morning, right? What was she doing here that early?”


“Normally, I’d say she was meeting someone she shouldn’t,” Cahill said. “Some married professor, maybe, or her BFF’s boyfriend, or her drug dealer. But after a little nudging, her roommate admitted that Lindsey used to sneak out here at night pretty regularly. She said that Lindsey was horse crazy and that the upperclassmen in the equestrian studies program get to choose all the best horses for themselves. So Lindsey liked to come out and take some of her favorites for a night ride.”


“You say it took a little nudging?” Sig’s voice was tight as she repeated the words. Cahill had carried a major torch for Sig back in Clayburg. I couldn’t really blame him for that, but vampires are low-grade telepaths, and as a dhampir, Cahill had some of those abilities. When he’d partially turned, he’d started broadcasting his feelings for Sig and made her experience them too. From what I understand, they flirted around for a few days before going out on a date. Then they had dinner, and at some point while talking about how strange it was that they’d known each other so long and now this new thing was happening, Sig had a distant idea in the back of her mind. Sig is nothing if not strong willed, and the suspicion kept drifting back to the surface of her thoughts despite the tide of hormones trying to bear it away. After dinner, while Sig and Cahill were kissing in the parking lot behind the restaurant, Sig wrapped her arms over Cahill’s shoulders and pulled him close… and broke his neck. Lo and behold, the sudden rush of new feelings that had come into Sig’s life completely disappeared.


Cahill’s neck improved. Relations between him and Sig did not.


Cahill claimed the whole thing had been an accident, a result of having new powers that he didn’t fully understand and was still learning to control, and that was entirely possible. On the other hand, Cahill had used Sig’s unavailability as justification for using other women like Kleenex to wipe off excess sperm while his marriage fell apart. So it was kind of hard to say whether Cahill’s feelings for Sig were real or whether they were just his excuse for being a player, and that was a difficult uncertainty to deal with. If Cahill’s telepathic seduction of a woman he truly cared about had been unintentional, it was tragic, and he was kind of a victim. If it weren’t an accident, Cahill had mentally raped Sig as a means toward physically raping her. People are complex, so there was the whole question of what Cahill had done consciously or subconsciously too, or how much of the event he had reinvented or lied to himself about.


Which was why Sig had compromised. She left Cahill breathing but told him to get his dick out of Dodge if he wanted to stay that way. And Cahill, whatever his other faults, knew Sig well enough to take her seriously. Hence Cahill’s new job running a small police force in a town in upstate New York. I don’t know if Cahill had called Sig reluctantly or if he’d been looking for an excuse, but when he came across something he didn’t know how to handle, he’d called her just the same.


And she had answered. Sig is like that. She tends to have an “it takes a village” attitude toward monster hunting. I have mostly hunted supernatural predators alone, partly because I had no choice and partly because I’m an idiot. But Sig is worth going outside my comfort zone for.


“I gave the roommate a mental push,” Cahill’s voice resonated with a complex mixture of defiance and anger and shame. “If I don’t practice using my powers, I’ll never get better control of them. And this was for a good cause.”


Sig considered that while taking a big slurp of her coffee coco mucho mocco whatever (I’m a coffee purist), then turned her focus on me again. “So, what are we dealing with here, John? I saw your lips do that I-smelled-a-fart twitch they do when you connect some nasty dots. Spill it.”


Being attracted to a smart woman has a lot of rewards. It also comes with a few challenges.


“Yeah, I’ve put some pieces together,” I grumbled. I would have liked another minute to think about them, but I went ahead and squatted down closer to the ground so that I could outline a wide area with a sweeping index finger. “Did you notice how this part of the corral has the outline of hoofprints frozen in the mud much clearer and deeper than the rest of the riding ring?”


They had not.


“This patch of ground got moister than the rest and then froze. I figure the creature that manifested a physical body here used water as its elemental base.”


Cahill made a “time-out” sign and gave Sig an exasperated look. “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! I asked you to bring Professor Peabody here because I don’t know a lot about this stuff, remember? What do you mean, element base?”


Professor Peabody was a cartoon character on the old Rocky and Bullwinkle show who had a lot of doctoral degrees. He was also a talking dog.


Grrrrrrrrr.


“Elementals are monsters from other planes who create a physical body from scratch and wear it around our universe like a cheap suit,” I explained. “They make that body out of whatever primary element is most similar to their own home environment.” I began to tick some examples off on my fingers. “A gargoyle might use earth. A sprite might use air. A salamander might use fire. And so on.”


It could get more complicated than that—a lot of otherworldly beings can possess human hosts, for example. Some of the rarer and more powerful ones can even incorporate more abstract forces like darkness or imagination, but I wasn’t set up for a PowerPoint presentation.


Sig squatted down to get a closer look, and I indicated the ground again. “I think Lindsey Williams snuck over here and found the riding ring empty except for a beautiful, harmless-looking horse that she didn’t recognize. I think Lindsey was drawn to the horse. She couldn’t help herself. It was like poetry made flesh. She looked into its deep dark eyes and climbed up on it, and the creature began to change. It took off with Lindsey on its back and jumped the fence.”


“How the hell do you figure all that, Charming?” Cahill challenged, but his voice was more subdued and curious than before.


“Because there’s a water elemental called an Each Uisge,” I said. “It assumes the form of a beautiful horse when it first manifests, and anyone who comes across it feels compelled to climb on its back and take a ride.”


“And it’s more like a highway to hell than My Little Pony,” Cahill guessed.


“Right. The person is compelled to cling to its back, and the Each Uisge changes into a scarier-looking beast and heads for the nearest large body of water. Once it has its rider submerged, the Each Uisge tears its victim apart with its teeth and eats them whole, clothes and all, everything except the liver. When it’s done digesting its victim, the Each Uisge dissolves into the water and goes back to its home plane. Basically, it uses our world like a drive-through window to pick up some fast food.”


“Everything except the liver?” Sig’s face had a strange I’m-trying-not-to-make-a-joke-about-not-even-supernatural-creatures-liking-liver expression.


“Jesus,” Cahill exhaled. It didn’t sound like a prayer. On the other hand, the word didn’t burn in his mouth like battery acid either, so that was good.


“Summoning an Each Uisge this close to so many bodies of water was definitely murder magic,” I said. “But how would anyone who wanted to kill this Lindsey Williams know that she was going to show up at 3:30 in the morning? And what did she do to piss a cunning person off?”


“What’s with this cunning person shit? Why can’t you just say witch or wizard?” Cahill complained.


“Ted, shut the fuck up,” Sig told him. “You wanted an expert. Be glad you got one.”


I stood up and offered Sig a hand. She didn’t need it any more than I needed her to help me deal with Cahill, but she let me pull her up anyway. “The question still stands. Is there anything to suggest that this Lindsey Williams is mixed up in our world?”


“Not that I can find,” Cahill admitted. “But I haven’t been on this long. We didn’t do any of that wait-forty-eight-hours bullshit here. Lindsey’s boyfriend is a local whose parents are big people in this town.”


“Maybe this Lindsey is new to our world?” Sig hazarded. “If she was as horse crazy as Ted says, maybe this is a case of some amateur witch using magic she didn’t really understand and getting killed by it.”


“Then who cleaned up the spell components and ritual items after she was killed?” I nodded at the stables where the sounds of an equestrian studies major getting the horses ready were obvious. “I guess she could be part of a group of witches, but I don’t see a whole coven being horse crazy. Or all of them being equally ill informed either. I can think of a more likely scenario.”


Cahill got it at once. “You think the spell was meant for whoever was supposed to show up and feed and groom the horses that morning.”


“Yeah. I think Lindsey snuck in, doing her little midnight ride routine, and accidentally triggered a trap set for someone else,” I agreed. “It would explain some things.”


“Maybe,” Sig said thoughtfully. “But maybe not. Maybe the spellcaster didn’t care who got hurt, because this was some kind of random act of magical terrorism. Maybe somebody has a grudge against the university or horseback riding programs in general.”


“That’s possible too,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t feel like it. Terrorism is about causing terror. This event removed a student quietly and discreetly. One of you should find out who was supposed to take the morning shift in the stables and make sure they’re safe.”


“One of us?” Cahill’s voice was suspicious.


“The other one ought to come with me and track whatever made those hoof marks,” I explained. “Or do you want to just take my word for it and not really find out what happened here?”


They both considered this.


“We could get Molly and Choo to do it?” Sig offered hesitantly. Molly Newman is our group’s holy person, and Chauncey “Choo” Childers is our weapons maker. They had gone to find us some hotel rooms and check out research material on Tatum when the local library opened: survey maps, town history, local legends, Native American tribes that had lived in the area, that kind of thing.


“Even if I’m right about the Each Uisge, we don’t know who summoned it or why or if they’re done,” I reminded her.


Molly and Choo are normal humans and a lot more vulnerable to surprise attacks than Sig or me, which is why Sig likes to keep them in reserve when we don’t know what we’re dealing with.


“I guess you are the best suited for tracking the horse,” Sig granted reluctantly, then turned to address Cahill. “And I should probably go investigate whoever was supposed to prep the stables yesterday morning. Anybody who pissed off a magic type might also have some ghosts that I can talk to following them around. But it’s your turf, Ted. Do you want to check on the student who might be the real target or go with John?”


Cahill sighed. His Jedi mind tricks wouldn’t work on me, and he probably knew it wasn’t a coincidence that neither of the choices we’d given him involved Cahill being alone with Sig. “I owe it to this Williams kid to find out what happened to her. I’ll help Charming test out his hypothesis.”


Yippee.


“No sense wasting time, then.” I pointed northwest. “The nearest lake is that way.”


Cahill squinted suspiciously. “How do you know that?”


“John memorized the campus maps on the ride up,” Sig said with a trace of… what? Fondness? Pride? “In case we wound up chasing something here.”


“I also brought a copy of the Junior Woodchuck Guide,” I added.


Cahill’s expression remained a bit sour, as if he’d bitten into something he didn’t like. Well, that was fine. It was what he liked biting into that I was worried about.
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A HORSE OF A DIFFERENT CHOLER


How long do you think we have before more people start waking up and moving around?” I asked. It was a little after seven, the time when the dining hall on the other side of the campus opened.


Kincaid University was large for such a small population, just a few thousand students, and some of those students would be in overseas exchange programs or away on internships. Rolling hills had stone stairways built into them, and bicycle and walking paths threaded through the various halls, dorms, libraries, gymnasiums, common rooms, auditoriums, administrative buildings, and gazebos (it was a no driving campus), but the paths were empty.


“On a weekday, the gophers would already be climbing out of their holes,” Cahill mused. It was a Saturday. “But there aren’t any eight o’clock classes to worry about, and the cold will keep a lot of the early risers who weren’t out partying last night in bed. I’d say we have at least an hour.”


“That ought to be enough,” I assured him. The stables were on the fringes of the campus proper anyhow, and we were headed into an increasingly thick-wooded area. I had a dark blue sling bag across my back, a tight cylinder rather than the teardrop-shaped kind. “One way or the other.”


Cahill ignored that qualifying remark and put on a pair of dark sunglasses though the sun was just barely starting to make its presence felt. Most dhampirs can function in sunlight, but their eyes are weak during the day, and they get sunburn or sun poisoning easily. “You’re dressing a little sharper than you used to there, Charming.”


“I got most of my clothes from Goodwill or Salvation Army centers when I was being hunted by knights,” I explained.


“Some of the sharpest dressers around wear consignment stuff,” Cahill countered. He himself dressed well when he wasn’t wearing a sheriff’s department jacket.


“That’s true,” I acknowledged. “But I mostly wanted to pay in cash and travel light and keep changing my appearance. My clothes were disposable.”


What I wasn’t saying was that Sig had given me the jacket I was wearing for Christmas. I’m not a big fan of men letting their women dress them like Ken dolls, but it was the first Christmas gift I’d gotten in a long, long time.


The trees were leafless and the ground frozen, but Cahill still wore an expression of mild distaste, moving awkwardly despite his inhuman agility as he avoided the occasional curling bramble or fallen branch.


“I take it you weren’t a Boy Scout,” I observed.


Cahill actually laughed before he remembered that we were being tense around each other. “Not in any sense of the word. I grew up in Queens. The only reason I moved to Clayburg before you met me was that I was still trying to save my marriage back then. My ex-wife wanted me to be a cop someplace where there wasn’t a huge gang problem.”


And he’d wound up hanging around a bunch of monster hunters instead. Cahill didn’t particularly want to talk, but he really didn’t want to linger on his ex or Clayburg either, so he tried to switch topics. “So, an Each Uisge huh? Wasn’t there some book about taming a sea horse?”


“There’s a line from that Browning poem, My Last Duchess,” I said. “The guy in the poem mentions a bronze statue of a sea horse. He calls having the statue made taming a sea horse.”


“You’re kind of a fucking know-it-all,” Cahill observed. “Did you know that?”


“What I know is that the statue of the sea horse is a dead thing,” I answered. “It doesn’t have any of the wildness or beauty or magic of the original. But the narrator is a control freak who tried to do the same thing with his wife. He couldn’t dominate her, so he had a beautiful painting made of her and then killed her. The poem is about what happens when you try to control the people you love. You wind up killing the things you loved about them in the first place, or the things they loved about you. You become a monster.”


Silence.


“I meant the book by Robert B. Parker,” Cahill said finally. “Taming a Sea-horse. I like mysteries.”


“Oh,” I said. “I forgot about that one.”


I could smell the approaching lake when Cahill said, “You’re talking about me and Sig. You think I tried to control her.”


Actually, I hadn’t had any intention of opening up a big emotional discussion on the brink of a possible monster battle. But sometimes, conversations have a mind of their own. Sometimes, things need to be said, and if you dam them up, they just find another way of getting around to the subject.


“I don’t think that,” I said. “You did try to control her. The only question is whether you meant to or not.”


“I didn’t,” he ground out. His right hand was a little too close to his gun for my taste.


“And you asked for help and we’re here,” I reminded him. If I ever discovered that Cahill was using his mental whammy to make women have sex with him, I was going to cut his head off and burn his body down to ash. But there was no point making threats. If I decided to do it, I’d do it.


Cahill bared his teeth. His fangs were showing, just slightly. “So, this hunt wasn’t just an excuse to get me out here for some he-man ass-kicking contest?”


“We’re not rivals, dumb-ass,” I informed him bluntly. “I don’t need to protect Sig from you. She already did that.”


Those words hit him harder than the whole sea horse thing.


“What do you fucking know?” he hissed. “You’re a man who got turned into something else, just like me. You had people chasing after you, and you put Sig right in the danger zone! And you’ve done all kinds of fucked-up things; any cop could tell that just looking at you.”


“What do you want me to say, Cahill? That life isn’t fair?” I asked quietly. “What was your first clue?”


It didn’t take enhanced senses to hear his teeth grinding.


I took my sling bag off of my shoulders. Might as well use the time wisely, since we were stopping anyway. “The question is, are you going to man up and deal with it or not?”


“You’re not sleeping with her,” Cahill said. “I’d be able to smell it if you were.”


It was true. I was courting Sig, and she was setting a slow pace. And it wasn’t any of Cahill’s business.


“I left Sig alone when she said that’s what she needed,” I said evenly. “And she came and found me again. I don’t know why. To be honest, I thought she was smarter than that. But she did.”


Cahill let out a long, harsh breath. It sounded like some of his soul came out with it. “If I leave her alone, I don’t think she’s going to come looking for me.”


I pulled out a sledgehammer that was rolled up in my sling bag. The sledgehammer was already smeared with mud, which was good. I’d gotten it from a room in the stables while Sig was talking to the student in charge of morning cleaning. “So grow a pair, or freak out and attack me, or shut up while you decide. I’m about out of bullshit.”


“Fuck you,” Cahill said, but his heart wasn’t in it. Maybe because he didn’t have one.


Next, I pulled a bottle out of the sling bag. I usually carried the bottle and a few other things around in a specially made guitar case, but I was in Tatum as an expert tracker, and that would have looked awkward. Cahill watched me pour a small amount of liquid over the metal head of the sledgehammer. Then he watched some more while I removed a matchbook from my pocket and struck a match, causing the top of the sledgehammer to flame briefly.


Finally, he gave in to curiosity. His voice wasn’t apologetic, but it wasn’t angry either. “What the hell is that stuff?”


“Absinthe,” I said. “Distilled down to the point where it’s basically jet fuel. Absinthe is made from wormwood, and wormwood is potent against water elementals.”


“Why?”


I sighed. One second, he was griping about me giving explanations; the next, he was asking for them. “My best guess? There’s a prophecy in the Bible about a fallen star called Wormwood poisoning large bodies of water at the end of time. It may be that so many people have read and repeated that verse over the centuries, believing it, that it became a kind of crude magical ceremony, and now wormwood has taken on symbolic properties. Magic works that way sometimes.”


“Do you even hear yourself talk?” Cahill’s voice was flat, all of the emotion drained out of it.


“Here’s the other piece,” I held up the weapon while the flames burned out and left a scorched patina behind. “I just combined fire with the earth that makes up this sledgehammer. When I swing this thing fast and cause it to whistle through the wind, I’ll be combining air too. That’s earth, fire, and air. Three natural elements against the truce this thing made with water to move around our home.”


“What am I supposed to do?” Cahill’s tone was showing some small signs of becoming normal again.


I sealed the bottle of absinthe and handed it over. It was shaped like a World War II Nazi hand grenade, though a little bigger. “Break this over the Each Uisge and light it on fire. Then grab the biggest branch or rock you can find and go at it.”


I removed my jacket and rolled it up in the sling bag, careful not to knock the katana inside to an odd angle.


“I don’t like you very much,” Cahill pointed out, as if that were directly relevant.


“So ignore my friend request on Facebook.” I stood and shifted the sling bag back over my chest and shoulders. “Are we going to do this or what?”


He didn’t answer, which meant that he sort of did. I started walking again and he followed. We were almost at the lake when Cahill spoke again. “Do you even have a Facebook page?”


“No,” I answered tersely, and we emerged from the woods at the edge of a large lake. The Kincaid University material I’d printed off said that the name of the lake was Contemplation, but that sounded like something the university founders had come up with. As opposed to Lake Intoxication or Lake Procreation or whatever the students actually got up to around those waters. If I’d known we would be dealing with a water elemental, I would have looked up the lake’s original name. True names are important.


Hell, I would have brought some rotisserie chickens from the local grocery store too. Back in ye olde days, knights used to lure Each Uisge out of their watery bolt-holes with roasted meat while the creatures still had the taste of flesh in their mouth. But you can never prepare for everything.


“Here’s what I don’t quite get,” Cahill ventured. “This thing just wants to leave? Why don’t we let it?”


“Because it broke the rules and killed someone from our home.” I didn’t take my eyes off the lake. I didn’t know much about this Lindsey Williams. I knew she had a passion for horses. I knew she had people who cared about her. And I knew she’d deserved a chance to fuck her life up and learn and love and try to figure out what she wanted to leave behind. And some thing had taken that from her. It wasn’t right.


Cahill grunted, so I gave him an answer he could be happier with.


“Besides, it’s easier for cunning folk to summon creatures that they are already familiar with,” I said. “Letting this thing live so that the person we’re really after can summon it again would be like leaving a loaded gun lying around.”


He nodded but still didn’t look convinced. Fuck him.


I yelled out over the water: “SCIO ENIM QUIA HOC! VENITE CERTAMEN! ET FERTE PRESIDIUM! VENENUM EFFUNDAM EN LECTO! ET MATREM TUAM TERPIS!”


Nothing happened.


“What was that?” Cahill wanted to know.


“Latin.”


He snorted. “No shit. What did you say?”


“I challenged and insulted it.” The sledgehammer was balanced casually on my shoulder, my feet comfortably apart and my left hip angled toward the lake. The terms of the Pax Arcana actually keep me from attacking supernatural creatures unless they have done something to make their presence known to the world at large, but if I let a creature smell werewolf and give them a little attitude, they usually attack me.


We waited a while longer. Cahill started to say something but I interrupted. “All right, we’re going to have to pull out some juju. Take your badge out and hold it toward the lake. You’re the closest thing we have to a symbol of local authority.”


He did so, cautiously, as if the badge might catch fire.


“Now stand on one leg—that symbolizes meeting someone halfway between worlds—and hop widdershins… That means in the same direction as the sun travels because it’s our earth. Hop in a circle to symbolize the rotation of the earth, and yell Ego sum stultus three times.”


He started to argue and I cut him off again. “Magic rituals are meant to look stupid. It’s one of the ways cunning folk keep random people from messing around with them. Just do it.”


Gritting his teeth, Cahill held out his badge, stood on one leg, and hopped in a circle yelling “EGO SUM STULTUS! EGO SUM STULTUS! EGO SUM STULTUS!1”


Still nothing.


“Your ritual didn’t work,” Cahill’s jaw was clenched. It sounded like every bodily opening he had was clenched.


“That’s because I made all that up,” I admitted. “I just wanted to see if I could get you to do it.”


“You ass—” Cahill started, and the Each Uisge erupted out of the water. It was an enormous horse, as big as a draft animal but shaped like a war steed. At some point in the last forty-eight hours, it had begun to turn a dark and virulent green. Its eyes would have been bloodshot if the threads lining its black irises hadn’t been violet.


And it was headed directly at Cahill while he was off guard, moving faster than any normal horse. Fortunately, I move faster than any normal human, and I stepped between the damnable thing and my sort-of partner, sliding my topmost hand down the sledgehammer’s haft and twisting my hips for maximum impact as I swung.


The Each Uisge halted as if momentum were just a wild figment of some physicist’s imagination and went up on its hind legs. The swing I’d begun would have missed if I’d followed through on its natural extension, and the Each Uisge could have brought a front hoof down on my skull, but instead, I whirled into a side step that brought the sledgehammer upward into the side of the Each Uisge’s jaw. The elemental came down awkwardly on its front hooves, and I was already stepping back into another whirl that would bring the sledgehammer around when I was ready to move forward again.


Not my first rodeo.


Unfortunately, Cahill didn’t anticipate my back whirl, and shoulder checked me slightly off-balance while he was surging forward to smash his bottle over the nightmare horse. Cahill succeeded in soaking the thing in absinthe, but when I tried to stop my swing, the end of the hammer still grazed Cahill’s forearm, and I lurched closer to the Each Uisge than I’d intended.


A strike from a foreleg dislocated my left shoulder and sent me hurling into a tree trunk some four or five feet behind me. I am ashamed to admit that I lost hold of the sledgehammer.


Vampire-strong or not, Cahill still got slammed off his feet by the Each Uisge’s charge and dropped the lighter he was pulling out of his pocket. The monster came at me while I was hauling myself to my feet by using my right hand to grab a small overhead broken branch. The problem with regeneration is that it doesn’t heal a dislocated shoulder because nothing is broken, and jamming my left arm back into its socket wasn’t going to be as easy as they make it look in the movies.


So, I didn’t try. I snapped the top off the branch stub I was holding and kicked off the tree, snarling and lunging to meet the damned thing head-on. Again, my speed and decision took it off guard. I don’t think the Each Uisge had ever fought something that was human-shaped but not entirely human before. It brought its right foreleg up and sent me spinning off again, but not before I anchored that jagged section of wooden branch in its right eye.


It screamed.


The Each Uisge was careening and stamping wildly, and I was scrabbling on the ground with one bad arm and a few newly cracked ribs, trying to stay in its blind spot. I was close to getting a knee broken or a breastbone smashed or a skull crushed when Cahill finally set the horse on fire.


Which would have been awesome, but apparently, some of the absinthe had spilled on the left front of my hoodie. When the Each Uisge went up in flames, so did I. Ever yanked a burning jacket over a dislocated arm? Personally, I don’t recommend it.


The Each Uisge homed in on my yell and swerved its head around to see me, but I retained enough presence of mind to swing my burning hoodie at its good eye. The Each Uisge screamed again and went up on its hind legs so that its forelegs could drive me back, but when it came back down on all fours, a sledgehammer came down on its skull.


A sledgehammer that had been picked up by a hundred and ninety pounds of pissed-off dhampir. The Each Uisge’s skull shattered. Then its entire body shimmered and slipped and dripped down into a smoking mound of black jelly chunks. A piece of partially digested riding boot was sticking out of the mess.


Cahill sank down onto one knee and leaned on the sledgehammer like it was a walking stick. Apparently, he had caught a back-kick at some point. I could hear a grinding click as part of his jaw popped back into alignment. Speaking of which…


I grabbed my left bicep in vise-tight fingers and lined my shoulder up with a tree trunk. It was the slight lifting motion that I had to use to position the arm that sucked. For some reason, it made me arch my chin violently to the right as if some unseen puppeteer were pulling my strings.


“What are you—” Cahill began, and my angry grunt cut him off as I slammed my arm back into its socket.


“Shit,” Cahill observed when I was done. “You’re lucky I was along to save your ass.”


If stares could physically impale people, the look I gave him would have been a fourteen-foot-long jousting lance. With spikes on it. And a power cord. But if getting into an emotional discussion with someone right before a life-threatening situation is a bad idea, getting into it with someone right after a fight is an even worse one. So, I didn’t speak until I trusted myself not to comment on Cahill’s looks, intelligence, sexual preferences, competence, or probable parentage.


“Thanks,” I finally said.
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INSANITY IS ALL IN YOUR HEAD


You know you’re in a college town when there’s a restaurant called “Pancakea.” The establishment was a pancake/coffee house, and Choo, Molly, Sig, and I were sitting in a booth arguing about the place and its name and their relative merits. I thought the name was a take on panacea, implying that pancakes are a cure for everything. Sig thought the owner wanted the place to become the IKEA of pancakes. Molly thought that given how large the pancakes were, the title might be a riff on Pangea, the first continental landmass. We all agreed that the owner was probably an ex-college student who couldn’t get a job with his or her major, but we couldn’t agree on whether that major was philosophy, marketing, anthropology, or just heavy drinking. All of us except Choo, that is. Choo was feeling a bit surly and wasn’t saying much.


Whatever the reason behind its name, the establishment was clean and brightly lit by large windows on three sides, and there were wood floors and red tablecloths and lots of pictures by local artists all over the place. The kitchen was separated from the dining area by a half wall that functioned as a counter, and the layout helped distribute heat so that the kitchen was cooler and the large common room warmer.


More importantly, Sig had found the student who was maybe supposed to die instead of Lindsey Williams, and she’d followed him here. His name was Kevin Kichida.


The place was packed—it was a cold Saturday in that limbo between late morning and early afternoon—but this actually made it easier for us to talk privately in our corner booth. The customers were mostly families with little kids or single people engrossed in their electronic devices whether they were being single by themselves or not.


Choo’s silence was becoming louder and louder, and I followed his eyes and realized that he was glaring at my breakfast. I had ordered something called the junk plate that had Italian sausage and eggs and cheese and bacon and broccoli and red peppers and potatoes all cooked together in an omelet, plus a steak. Choo, on the other hand, was currently trying to win back an ex-wife whom I’d never met, and part of that entailed giving up weed and trying to slim down a little. Hungry, horny, and unsoothed, he had ordered a poached egg and toast, and the toast was already crumbs.


“I feel for you,” I told him. “But I just went head-to-head with Mr. Ed. If you think I’m going to order a salad out of solidarity, you’re dreaming.”


“Don’t start with me.” Choo leveled a dull butter knife in my direction. “I’m not even playin’.” He was, though. Choo’s hands give him away when he’s really upset. They are big calloused hands, dark brown with long, thick fingers that are surprisingly deft; I have seen those hands play a piano with some skill and weave around wiring and machine parts that should have been too small to be accessible. And Choo’s hands were gripping the knife lightly, not tightly.


I was about to make some response—I honestly can’t remember what it was, but there’s at least a seventy percent chance that it involved Choo’s knife, Choo’s ass, and some kind of action verb—when Molly chimed in from her own more modest plate of waffles. “Don’t look at me either. It takes heavy food to hit my B spot.”


We all stared at her. Molly looks a little bit like a hobbit—short, robust-cheeked, thick-spectacled, and with brown hair that tends to go a little crazy when it grows out—but she is an oddly formidable presence. I finally ventured, “B spot?”


“It’s a sensitive ridge of tissue about one third of the way up my belly lining,” Molly explained. “Repeatedly dropping carbs and chocolate against it gives me intense pleasure.”


“That might fall under the Too Much Information category, Molly,” Sig remonstrated gently. Then Sig took a bite out of her plate-sized chocolate pancakes covered with whipped cream and hot fudge sauce. She released her next words on a sigh of pleasure. “Although you might be on to something.”


“I don’t really blame y’all for not wantin’ to diet with me.” Choo’s expression was caught between grumpy and amused. “But the food porn is a little much.”


I changed the subject. “So, where’s Cahill?” I kind of wanted to see if Cahill could sit close to Molly or not. Molly had recently left the Episcopalian priesthood after being on some kind of mental or emotional leave for over two years, but her ability to affect unholy beings hadn’t been hampered by her decision to defrock or her newfound freedom to make pseudo-sex jokes. If anything, her holy mojo seemed to be getting stronger lately.


Sig finished another bite before answering. “Ted’s trying to make it look like Lindsey Williams had an accident while taking a night ride in the woods, and got torn apart by wild animals. He’s hypnotizing another riding student into believing that she went back to the stables early to look for her cafeteria card and found a horse fully saddled walking back to the corral.”


We had found plenty of Lindsey’s splatters and tatters on the edge of the lake shore where her liver had washed up, but I frowned anyway. “I don’t like it. Someone’s missing and can’t be found? That’s simple. Staging a death? That’s complicated.”


Molly reached across the table and patted my forearm. “It’s one of the things Ted did for us before you came along. He’s good at it.”


“He wants Lindsey’s mother to have closure,” Sig added a little tersely. “He doesn’t want the FBI or tons of media converging on his town, either.”


I put my hand between Sig’s shoulder blades and rubbed lightly.


It was Molly’s turn to switch subjects. “So, what’s the deal with this Kevin Kichida?”


Sig got caught with another mouthful and swallowed politely before looking down at her magic lamp—I mean, smartphone. She made a wish and rubbed it until some info Parth had sent her came up and started scrolling down the screen. Parth is a naga, one of the snakelike immortal beings who spend eternity chasing forbidden knowledge, and as such, he has evolved into a hacker of some skill.


“Kevin’s a sophomore at Kincaid,” Sig recited. “No declared major but seems interested in history. Father is an ex-Ranger lieutenant named Jerry Kichida, a third-generation Japanese-American. Jerry was a sniper but left the military four years ago. Kevin’s mother, deceased, was named Yuna Satou, a Japanese immigrant. She died of cancer three years ago. Maybe that’s why the husband left the military? Kevin was homeschooled. He played soccer in some kind of traveling community league, took cello lessons, belonged to some cult that sacrifices people to Yoth Hoggoth, had a membership at the rec center—”


“Wait,” Molly sputtered. “Go back. What!?!”


Sig grinned, a hint of mischief flaring in her bright eyes. “Just wanted to see if you were still paying attention.”


Choo indicated me with a head yank. “You’ve been hanging around him too much, Sig.”


I put on my most intent, serious face. “So Kevin doesn’t really play the cello?”


Sig bumped her shoulder against mine playfully before continuing. “He’s a fourth dan in aikido. No criminal record. He’s apparently heterosexual, though Parth says his porn history is pretty tame and infrequent. He plays video games, mostly sim and puzzle-solving, not role-playing or shoot-em ups. He has no online profile to speak of. No Facebook, no Twitter, no Instagram, no Snapchat, or any of the other sites teens visit to be sneaky, as far as Parth can tell. No obvious girlfriend. No red flags in his permanent record. No medical history to speak of. No pictures of him on the Internet that Parth can find.”


“That’s pretty strange for a millennial,” Molly commented.


“That’s freakish for a millennial,” Sig corrected. “It looks to me like Kevin’s parents had him on a pretty tight leash, social-media-wise.”


“What about his college transcripts?” I asked.


“No mention of a third nipple or strange protuberances in his college medical records.” Sig almost sounded regretful. “He’s one of two males in the equestrian program. He’s into fencing too.”


I looked over at where Kevin Kichida was sitting alone at a table by the front window, drinking copious amounts of hot chocolate and doing something on whatever the hell the latest electronic notebook was called. He wasn’t a bad-looking kid; he was clear-complexioned and slender and wiry, around five feet ten and wearing it with good posture. He had a retainer that you could see when he smiled at the waitress, which he did every time he talked to her. His hair cut was a little edgy, spiky on top and shaved down to stubble on the back of his head, and he was dressed all in black and charcoal grey, casually so in clothes that looked loose and soft and comfortable. I didn’t see anything remarkable.


Nothing remarkable… why did that hit a chord? Oh. “That mother’s name sounds kind of generic,” I said reflectively.


“What do you mean?” Choo demanded. “It sounds Japanese.”


“That is what I mean,” I explained. “It almost sounds too Japanese. Kind of like a female Japanese version of John Smith. I’ll bet you it’s a fake.”


“How do you know about Japanese names?” Molly asked curiously.


“The only way I stayed alive when the Knights were after me was by traveling through Eastern countries where the Templars didn’t have as many resources,” I informed her. “I spent the better part of the ’60s and ’70s that way.”


“Even if you’re right”—Sig recommenced her assault on her pancakes—“we need to figure out how we’re going to investigate and protect young Mr. Kichida at the same time.”


“I could follow him and see if any more nasties jump out,” I offered.


Sig chewed that suggestion over. Apparently, it didn’t taste as good as her pancakes. “You mean, use him as bait.”


“I like it,” Choo said firmly. “The best way to figure out if anyone is after the boy is to smoke them out. We can’t watch this kid forever.”


“The problem with that is, Kevin might know something that would help us protect him and figure out what’s going on.” Sig’s use of Kevin’s first name made me groan internally. She’d already personalized the kid. Valkyries were bred to judge warriors, and sometimes, Sig does a weird meta-focus thing where she goes into a trance and perceives all kinds of clues and keys and phenomena when she first meets a person. I tease her about judging people she just met, but generally, it’s easier to just go along. Speaking of which…


“Maybe you should just tell us what you’re thinking, Sig.” I leaned over and planted a kiss on her cheek.


She stuck her tongue out at me but obliged. “We could just tell Kevin that I’m a psychic and that we were asked here to investigate Lindsey Williams’s disappearance. It’s the truth as far as it goes.”


“Bad idea,” Choo responded without hesitation. “Right now, the boy’s acting clueless. You tell him his ass is in danger, he might get all twitchy. It might warn whoever’s after him that something’s up.”


Sig was acting just a little off, and Choo was being a bit confrontational, and I didn’t know what was up with that, exactly. It might just have been that our team had variations of this argument a lot. Or maybe seeing Cahill again was causing tension because Choo blamed Sig for Cahill’s transformation and/or departure. Or maybe Cahill seemed like a ghost of Choo’s Christmas future to Choo, a tense reminder that he was swimming in dangerous waters. Whatever was going on, the group had a lot of strong personalities, and the planning stage rarely went without some friction anyhow, so I wasn’t too worried. But I took note.


“Here’s something else to consider,” I suggested. “If someone is after Kevin, they might have a good reason. Even if this kid is a good person, it doesn’t mean he’s not involved in something bad. People can make mistakes.”


“Right.” Choo jumped on that. “They can get blackmailed or fooled too.”


“All the more reason to start communicating clearly,” Sig said a little more grimly.


“We’re not even sure this boy really does have a magical target painted on his back. We could scare him for no reason,” Choo argued. I could tell Choo didn’t really believe that. His pessimistic streak might be worse than mine. “We tell the boy to watch out for magic monsters, he might think we’re crazy and call the cops.”


“You want the truth?” Molly shook her fist and made an outraged face. “You can’t handle the truth!”


Molly watches a lot of movies.


“Let him. We know the police in this town,” Sig countered. “And John’s not being hunted by knights anymore. We can handle a little scrutiny.”


“Seriously,” Molly told Choo. “If you’re worried that Kevin will think we’re crazy, I could do it. Most people think I’m a little crazy, anyhow.”


“You’re the sanest person here, Molly,” Sig scolded her.


“Well, sure,” Molly agreed. “But that’s not saying much.”


Choo laughed softly and held out his fist. Molly obligingly reached across the table and bumped knuckles.


“John?” Sig said.


I was distracted because I was watching a guy who had a vagrant vibe—he could have been anywhere from early thirties to early fifties but they were hard years either way—standing in front of the window where Kevin Kichida had stopped typing. The guy was just staring. At Kevin. The man—if that’s what he was—was big and gaunt, his head and face covered with stubble and his body covered with fresh sores and old clothes. His skin had a slightly bluish tinge around his mouth and the hollows of his cheeks, though I suppose that might have been the cold. A white T-shirt had been pulled on over a green flannel shirt instead of worn beneath it, and painter’s overalls completed the ensemble. There were dark circles around brown eyes that were a strange combination of wide open and burnt out and dead, as if someone had stubbed out a giant cigarette in his face. His forehead was pressed against the windowpane.


The windowpane that wasn’t fogging. In the cold. Where the guy’s breath should have been.


Kevin frowned and made one quick sideways glance. His body posture shifted uncomfortably, but Kevin quickly returned his attention to the monitor screen, which didn’t seem to be working properly.


I started to move, but Molly was already up and motioned me to stay put. “I’ve got this.”


I didn’t protest.


The thing—I won’t call it a man any longer—drew back a large hand and clenched it into a fist, and there was something about the certainty and power and purpose of that gesture that let me know the fist was about to smash through Pancakea’s plate glass window and yank Kevin through the storefront like a small fish on a big line. But when the fist finished drawing all the way back, it stayed back.


Molly was approaching now, and the thing took the terrible intensity of those insane eyes off of Kevin for the first time. It looked up… and then it leaned forward as if straining against something and then stumbled back violently when Molly continued to move toward the window. She was wearing a cross prominently on a silver necklace—she always did—and there was no hesitation in her stride.


Maybe that was why Molly was drawn to hunt things in the dark. Some people are wired to shut down fear when they are actively in danger, and Molly never seems to be afraid or spacey or distracted when she is intent on exorcism or survival. It is only in relative safety that she needs medication and calming rituals like her movies or her dog or her daily meditations. Perhaps Molly needs those paradoxical moments of inner stillness that the presence of danger gives her.


Or maybe she is answering a call.


The thing continued to stumble back, reluctantly, straining and giving way as Molly’s approach inevitably pushed it away from the store, from Kevin. It turned its head as if it couldn’t even stand to look at her while she gazed at it through the fragile glass barrier between them.


“It’s some kind of walk-in spirit,” Sig whispered. “It’s got that blurred-focus look.”


I had no idea what kind of blurred-focus look she was talking about, but I didn’t need to. I stood up and grabbed the much smaller sling bag I was now toting about. This one was originally the cover for a portable unfolding canvas chair, and I had adopted it as a temporary means of discreetly carrying my katana around. “Let’s go.”


I started making toward the door to the side of where all the action was going on, and Sig stood up to follow me. Choo’s voice came dryly behind us. “I guess I’m picking up the check.”


“Whoever summoned this thing might be watching,” Sig reminded him. “He or she might even be in this restaurant. Stay alert.”


Choo’s response must have been nonverbal, because I didn’t hear it.


Molly is one of the most powerful and unorthodox warders I’ve ever seen. All priests have their rituals, but those rituals are generally steeped in thousands of years of tradition, drawing on whatever energy comes from that cosmic soup of prayer and archetype and dream floating around in a place that is not bound by Time or Space. If physicists are right, and thought is electricity, and the molecules that make up our reality are bound by electricity, and no energy is ever destroyed, it may be that the prayers and dreams of people long dead or never dead are still embedded in the very atoms that make up our world. It may be that we are literally living in the thoughts and dreams of all the people who have ever been and ever will be.


That, as I understand it, is the essential foundation of magic.


But Molly’s faith is a vibrant, living thing, and she often makes up her own rituals on the fly. History has been full of people who are able to do this. Sometimes, they are called wizards or witches. Sometimes, they are called saints or madmen. Whatever you call them, they rarely have happy lives. Molly blew a kiss at the thing on the street, not a mocking kiss, and it flew back and smashed into a car behind it, then reeled sideways and began urgently striding away. Molly moved closer to the window until her nose was an inch away from the pane, her hands clasped behind her back as if she was merely stretching and enjoying the view.


By this time I was out the front door, and I could see the thing moving rapidly down Tatum’s main street. The figure definitely had a physical human form—I could smell it, a pungent mix of unwashed body and the beginning stages of decomposition—but that didn’t make any sense. The sidewalk was covered with a light dusting of frost and snow… and the thing wasn’t leaving any footprints. It was walking into the morning sunlight and cast no shadow.
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KICKING BHUT


I stared after the shambling figure, and I think my mind must work more like a slot machine than a Magic 8-ball; options and choices and clues whirred behind my eyes: walk-in spirit—animating a corpse—not touching the ground—dressed mostly in white—not casting a shadow—bluish tint to the skin… and ding ding ding! Jackpot! Only instead of dumping a pile of coins in my lap, the slots behind my eyes usually drop a big steaming pile of crap into my life.


The thing was a bhut.


I passed Sig coming out of the restaurant as I stuck my head back in. Dropping the canvas chair tote bag, I quickly pulled my fighter pilot jacket off. It was freezing outside, but I was probably going to have to smear earth all over myself at some point, and I didn’t want to mess the jacket up even if keeping it intact was becoming a major pain in the ass.


I tossed the jacket to Molly and indicated Kevin Kichida with my eyes. “Watch my jacket, okay?” She saluted me with a casual swipe of her hand. Pursuing things rapidly down city streets isn’t really her thing.


Shouldering my tote bag again and still wearing a replacement hoodie, I pulled on my stocking cap and gloves while I caught up with Sig. She was trailing the bhut from about ninety feet, walking briskly but not quite jogging in her cream-colored winter coat, no hat, no gloves, no sign of discomfort or weapons though I knew she had a SIG Sauer holstered under her jacket. When I caught up with her, she stopped and addressed me. “Do you think this thing is going to disappear or start attacking people if we fall back a little?”


“Probably not,” I said.


Sticking her hands in her pockets, Sig nodded. “Then let’s follow it from further back and see where it takes us.”


“Okay,” I agreed. My nose could follow the bhut’s trail if we lost visual contact, anyway. “But if we wind up fighting it, smear yourself with mud and find something iron or steel to hit it with.”


Sig grimaced, probably at the mud part. “Anything else I should know?”


I slapped my hands together energetically and blew out a big puff of steam while we lingered. “Well, let’s see. Donkeys kill more people every year than plane crashes. If you get lost in the woods, you can figure out which way is north by—”


Sig gave me a small punch on the shoulder and started walking again, but not before I saw the faint smile flickering at the corner of her mouth. “About this thing we’re chasing.”


I followed her. “It can make that body it’s using strong. Lift-a-burning-car-off-a-child strong. It has some telekinetic powers too, but they’re mostly maxed out keeping it floating a fraction of an inch off the ground.”


Sig nodded. “So it’s one of those has-a-dysfunctional-relationship-to-the-earth types.”


“It is,” I agreed. “Holy things will work against it. And burnt turmeric root.”


“That would be great if that health food store we passed wasn’t half a mile in the other direction.” Sig sounded a little impatient.


I shrugged. “We don’t really want to drive it off, anyway, do we?”


“No.” Sig began picking up her speed slightly. Our prey was roughly a quarter mile ahead of us now. “So, what is this thing?”


“It’s called a bhut.” I matched her pace. “It’s a kind of evil Hindu spirit. What makes it different from other ghosts is that it doesn’t have to form an obsessive attachment to anyone or anything to hang around.”


Sig eyed me peripherally. She knows a lot more about ghosts than I do, and what she knows, she knows more intimately, but I could tell that this was a new one on her. All she said though, was: “Maybe that’s why it can’t touch the ground.”


I nodded. Almost all ghosts are defined by the anchor that keeps them on this earth. Ghosts that obsess on a place can possess anyone in their territory, but they can’t leave it. Ghosts who fixate on a person can follow that person anywhere, but they can only possess others who are connected to that person. Ghosts who fixate on an object can only focus on people who come into contact with that object. Bhuts just don’t give a shit.


Sig’s eyes stayed focused on the bhut in the distance like an eagle staring down at a field mouse. “So, this thing doesn’t have any limits? It can go anywhere? Possess anyone?”


“Yeah, but not for very long. As soon as a bhut moves into a person or object, its new body starts breaking down,” I expounded. “That’s what the bluish tinge in that guy’s face is all about. Whoever was there before the bhut moved in? That’s a dead body up ahead of us now. A bhut is like ghost poison.”


Sig absorbed that. “These bhuts must have been some seriously toxic assholes when they were alive.”


I agreed. “They were all extremely violent people.”


“Well, so are we.” Sig said that as if she was grimly determined, not as if she was struggling with self-doubt. Along the way, Sig plucked a snow shovel out of a display rack in front of a privately owned hardware store and kept walking, casually ripping the plastic top and the handle off of the wooden haft as if she were plucking leaves off fruit. A small nail went flying past me and bounced off the side of a Volkswagen Jetta. Sig dropped the plastic accoutrements in a public trash can a moment later and used the haft that was left like a thick cane.


“I don’t know if that turns me on or if I’m worried about your hands being on my tender places now,” I commented.


She smiled a little wider this time even though her mouth was still tight. “Did you have a particular tender place in mind?”


“Would you believe me if I said my heart?” I asked.


She laughed, just for a second. “No, but you get points for trying.”


Hold on. We were on a points system?


Before I could ask for clarification, the bhut ducked down a side alley. When we reached the opening, we found it filled with a light fog that got denser as the alley got deeper.


“I thought you said this thing didn’t have much mojo left.” Sig’s tone was mild as she twirled her makeshift weapon—its length somewhere between a baton and a Bo staff—in one hand.


“It doesn’t take much to move a few air molecules around.” I listened and took a whiff before adding quietly, “About thirty feet away and bearing left. I think it’s trying to cover its scent by hiding behind a Dumpster.”


In answer, Sig darted into the fog cloud at a run, wielding her new weapon the way a blind man uses his cane, probing, smacking it before her, the feedback of sound and impact helping her chart her way down the alley fast.


I cursed and followed. There was no way I was swinging my katana around in a confined space with limited visibility and Sig, but I still had my silver-steel knife, and I unsheathed it fast. Maybe too fast. My right foot slipped on cold, wet mud, and after a moment’s hesitation, I slid and rolled into it, coating myself from shoulder to shoes in the slush. Somewhere ahead of me, the sounds of wood on bone cracked loudly in the air, and the unnatural mist filling the alley began to dissipate. I rolled onto my feet and saw Sig by a Dumpster, holding the snow shovel haft in one hand and tugging on it. She had crushed the bhut’s throat, and he had ignored the damage and trapped the haft by tucking his chin down over it. Why not? He didn’t have to breathe.


Sig yanked on the stick at the same moment that the bhut broke the haft with the palm of his hand. The sudden lack of resistance caused Sig to stumble and turn slightly, and the bhut kicked her across the alley and into the opposite brick wall, where she lost her footing and fell down.


That’s the problem with taking on the ghosts of lifelong violent souls. The bastards know how to fight.


I came in hard and fast and hammered the hilt of my knife against the bhut’s jaw in a sharp crack of broken bone, and when its head turned, I snapped off a low kick that should have smashed or splintered its knee. Unfortunately, in the heat of things, I’d forgotten the bhut was actually floating just off the ground and not putting weight on that knee. It made it almost impossible to knock the thing off-balance. I had to bring both my forearms up and lean into a block to keep the bhut’s return backhand from lifting me off my feet.


Then the bastard put one hand on the Dumpster beside it and lifted its entire body parallel to the ground in a way that would have been impossible if the bhut’d had more than a passing familiarity with gravity—I threw myself backward to keep those pile driver feet from hammering into me and breaking bone.


It was a desperate move, but I managed to hold on to my knife without stabbing myself and rolled into a crouch just in time to see a heavy manhole lid fly through the air like a Frisbee and half cave the side of the bhut’s skull in. Well, I’d told Sig to find something steel to hit it with.


“Ha!” Sig’s voice was triumphant, and the bhut decided she had a point. I was crouched, and the bhut charged and got past me by running sideways up the alley wall above me, its body at a 45 degree angle to the ground.


I cursed and took an extra second to adjust the katana that was still slung on my shoulders before pivoting and following. The bhut jumped back down to the not-quite-ground and made it out of the alley… where it ran past the sidewalk and headlong into the path of an oncoming box truck—one of the large kind used for hauling furniture. The massive vehicle tried to hit its brakes, but it ran over the bhut with a sound that was half like a thump and half like a thunder burst with some wet thrown in.


Shit.


A slender woman with short curly brown hair and glasses, dressed in jeans and a red all-weather coat, was standing at the entrance of the alley where the bhut had emerged. Her mouth was wide open and her body was stiff with shock. Possibly, the fact that I was covered from head to toe in mud and holding a fourteen-inch knife also had something to do with that.


I pretended to be more winded than I was and put my palms on my knees as I looked at her. “That guy was seriously messed up on something,” I gasped. “Meth, maybe, or heroin. He tried to rob my girlfriend.”


The woman was inching backward carefully when Sig appeared behind me.


“Hey, sweetie,” I greeted. “Are you all right?”


Sig brushed a few strands of hair out of her face. “I’m fine, but that poor man! You should have just let him have my purse!”


“He had this knife!” I exclaimed defensively, gesturing with my blade. “What was I going to do, let him wander off and hurt the next person who came along?”


The woman visibly relaxed a notch or two. I turned slightly to keep the knife’s sheath on my hip hidden.


“What if he’d killed you?!” Sig said angrily. “I can cancel a few credit cards!”


By this point, the truck had ground to a halt and its driver—a large, somewhat beefy man with bad skin and short grey hair and big glasses—jumped out of the cab and left the door open as he dropped to his knees and looked under his vehicle.


I pulled this week’s cell phone out of my pocket with my free hand and checked it. There was no signal, which meant the bhut was still active in the area. The woman was still watching as Sig and I began to walk toward the “accident,” and I called over my shoulder: “The police are going to want to talk to eyewitnesses! You’d better call anyone who’s expecting you and tell them that you’re going to be in a police station for most of the day.”


I had judged her right. The next time I looked over my shoulder, the woman was gone.


“What are we looking for?” Sig murmured.


“A flickering light,” I said grimly, finally sheathing my knife and unzipping the top of my tote bag. Another car appeared, and then another, but both simply went around the halted truck without bothering to see why he’d stopped. The truck driver himself wasn’t paying any attention to us, weeping and cursing while he looked at the thing that was hanging from his truck’s chassis. “My katana is blessed. It should destroy the thing if we can find its true body.”


Or lack thereof.


“Let me handle that part,” Sig told me. “I’ve picked up a few tricks for dealing with disembodied ghosts that don’t involve waving a sword around.”


I didn’t have time to agree. The flickering light we were looking for appeared from beneath the truck. I stepped aside and Sig lunged forward, but the light disappeared into the truck’s exhaust pipe as if sucked up a vacuum nozzle.


What the hell?


The truck started. By itself. I ran forward and yanked the truck driver back off the ground before he was run over by his own wheels, and the truck continued to roll forward, gathering speed. For a second, I thought the bhut was just trying to use its new body to get away, but then I remembered what the bhut had been intent on in the first place.


The pancake house. Kevin Kichida. Molly. Choo. Even if the bhut couldn’t get near Molly, it could aim the truck at Pancakea’s front window like a runaway missile and then depart, letting momentum do the rest.


I tossed my tote bag back toward Sig and kept running. Maybe the bhut had enough control over its truck-body to close the front door that was swinging open, but if it did, it was concentrating on swerving to smash me aside instead. I darted between two parking meters, and the side of the truck swiped into them and sent the short metal poles flying up into the air like launched missiles. I had to jump over the rolling hood of a Fiat that the truck sent tumbling toward me, maybe jumping a little higher than a normal human being technically could. Fortunately, by the time the truck was ready to crush me against the side of a local art museum, I was parallel to the cab. I leaped into the doorway, shouldering the door further open, and when the bhut tried to slam the door shut on my hands, it wound up knocking me into the cab.


It took about four frantic seconds to hook my shoulder under the seat belt strap and click the horizontal part of the belt over my waist, and as soon as I did, the mechanism unlocked again. The door reopened and the truck swerved violently, trying to throw me out the side; only the fact that the truck’s long body wasn’t made for sudden turns saved me. Fucking bhut.


Then the seat belt strap started to pull me back against the seat, the strap slithering over my throat to choke me, but the harness recoiled when it pressed firmly against my mud-covered body. Thank God.


I grabbed the steering wheel with both hands, and I’m not sure how to account for what happened next. It may be that the bhut hadn’t gotten full control of its new body yet. It might be that I’m stronger than a normal human and that made the difference. It might have been that the mud my chest and arms were caked in saved me again, or that the bhut only had control over the truck body and gears, not the tires that were touching the ground. Whatever the reason, I managed to wrench the steering wheel into a sudden turn despite its resistance. The truck lurched back into the street and slowly tipped over on to its right side in a skid.
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