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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Hunt

        

      

    

    
      Life as an interstate fugitive isn’t easy. It’s not being on the run itself that’s so difficult: mankind has been wandering from place to place since the dawn of human existence. No, it’s the constant state of fear and anxiety that wears on you, little by little, bit by bit, until you’re ready to turn yourself in to make it all stop.

      Being on the run turns you into a virtual prisoner; all that’s missing are the steel bars. You can’t go out without worrying about being seen in public. If you do go out, you end up having a terrible time because you’re constantly looking over your shoulder, wondering if you’ve been recognized. Then, when you’ve finally buckled under the strain of it all and retreated to whatever hole-in-the-wall you’re calling home that week, you spend the entire night waiting for that knock on the door, the one that heralds the arrival of the police who’ve come to drag your ass away to jail for the rest of your natural born life. All that and I didn’t even mention the never-ending itch between your shoulder blades, that constant sense you’re being hunted, tracked, like a fox fleeing before the hounds.

      Fact is, life as a fugitive pretty much sucks.

      You’ll have to take my word for it when I tell you that it’s even tougher when you’re blind.

      I know. Cry me a river, right?

      We, meaning Dmitri Alexandrov, Denise Clearwater, and I, had been on the run for the last three months. We’d left Boston in early September, just a half step ahead of an FBI agent named Robertson. Mr. FBI was convinced I was the serial killer known as the Reaper, a particularly vicious monster he’d been hunting for more than a decade. He also thought I was responsible for the death of a homicide detective named Stanton. To be honest, I did have to take some responsibility for Miles’s death; he wouldn’t have been following me and ended up getting himself killed if I hadn’t broken out of a holding cell at One Police Plaza.

      Then again, if I hadn’t been illegally imprisoned and accused of multiple homicides that I couldn’t possibly have committed, I wouldn’t have had to break out of jail in the first place.

      Oh, what a tangled web we weave.

      It all started with the kidnapping of my daughter, Elizabeth, five years before. I didn’t know it then, but she’d been snatched by the supernatural equivalent of the man with a thousand faces: a doppelganger, or fetch as they were sometimes called, that could take the form of any creature it came into contact with. The fetch was the magically created twin of a sorcerer named Eldredge, who had been locked away in a mystical prison somewhere around the time the American colonies won independence. Eldredge eventually died, but not before he used the power that bound him to become a shade.

      Shades are nasty business—incorporeal spirits imbued with the intelligence and power that they had in life, with no expiration date for their hatred or their craving for vengeance. With the right ritual and no small measure of arcane energy, a shade can even regain its physical form, or, in the words of Star Trek’s Spock, create life from lifelessness. All Eldredge needed to do was track down and slaughter the last living relatives of those who had originally sealed him away in that mystical prison beneath the earth and he’d be home free.

      It had taken him more than a decade but he’d made good use of the time, sending his doppelganger crisscrossing the country, killing as it went. By the time I’d entered the picture he was down to the final four or five.

      If the doppelganger hadn’t kidnapped my daughter, he probably would have succeeded.

      Instead of completing the ritual and waltzing off into the sunset, he’d been forced to fight for his life and, in the end, the three of us had cleaned his clock and put him down like the rabid dog he was.

      Before we had, though, his pet fetch had disemboweled Stanton and nearly killed the three of us as well.

      We’d survived and had taken out Eldredge, something a powerful group of sorcerers two centuries before hadn’t been able to do. The fairy-tale ending I’d hoped for never materialized, though. I soon found out that while Elizabeth had been kidnapped by the fetch at Eldredge’s command, she died in an accident almost a year before.

      Sending her ghost on to the rest she deserved was one of the hardest things I’d ever done.

      And what did we get for all our trouble?

      Three months of living as fugitives, with no end in sight.

      Which was why we were parked in an empty lot in the warehouse district at midnight, trying to buy a set of fake IDs from a gangbanger named Carlos. He’d been recommended to us by the friend of a friend of someone Dmitri knew, which didn’t put him too high on the trustworthy list, but at least it gave us a place to start. We needed those IDs. With them, and the security of being able to do simple daily tasks, we could start to build some semblance of a life. It wouldn’t be what we’d had before; there was no way we could ever go back to that, but at least it would better than what we had now.

      Things had been going pretty well, too, until the punk in front of me stuck his gun in my face.

      I was standing next to the door of my car when he arrived in his lowriding Impala, the booming beat of a bass drum pumping out of his open windows. I had to struggle to conceal my smirk as he got out of the car and sauntered over to me. He’d killed his headlights before doing so and that had allowed me to give him the once-over from behind my sunglasses without making it too obvious.

      He was five seven, maybe five eight on a good day, which put him four inches shorter than me. He was dressed in a pair of baggy pants that were belted on halfway down his ass, revealing the top of his boxer shorts, and a dark formfitting long-sleeved shirt, the kind the bodybuilders wear. The whitest sneakers I’d ever seen and a red bandanna tied around his left arm completed his getup. He was trying too hard and it showed; he looked more like Hollywood’s idea of a cholo than the real thing.

      In the good ole days, before we had to run for the hills, Dmitri had owned and operated the best bar in all of Southie, which, when you think about it, was kind of unusual for a guy with the last name Alexandrov. But he’d successfully defended his territory against more than one attempt by the Irish mob to hone in on it, and it wasn’t until I’d known him for a few years that I’d discovered why. Besides being a mean son of a bitch, Dmitri had been one of the best fixers in the business. Information and equipment were his stock in trade; if you needed something, anything at all, you went to Dmitri.

      It was his safe house that we’d been staying in for the last several weeks and when it came time to establish a new set of identities for each of us, it was his expertise that allowed us to set up this meet.

      Something went wrong, however. We were expecting a professional and ended up with the farm team instead.

      This punk with the gun.

      The acrid smell of gunpowder filled my nostrils, letting me know the weapon had been fired recently.

      That wasn’t a good sign, either. So far, our negotiations were off to a bad start.

      I put my hands up without being asked and said in a soft, nonthreatening tone, “Easy, man. No need for that.”

      Carlos must have thought he was now the big man on campus for he turned his wrist so that the weapon was practically upside down and waggled it back and forth in front of my face. “Shut up and give me the money,” he said with a sneer.

      Nobody with an ounce of brains would fire a gun from that position and expect to hit anything with any degree of accuracy, so I could tell he was more bark than bite. If I could stall him for just a bit longer, I knew we could turn the tables on him, so I played the clueless white guy, full of indignation and completely out of his element.

      “But we had a deal,” I whined. “Two sets of IDs for ten grand.”

      Carlos grinned so wide that I could see the gold teeth in his mouth.

      “I’m changing the deal, shithead. Give me the money before I put a cap in your ass!”

      My whining tone did the trick. All he saw was some gringo in way over his head, which was exactly what I wanted him to see. It kept him focused on me and not on what was silently lumbering up behind him on all fours.

      “Okay, okay. Take it easy,” I said, looking down and to one side, signaling my submission in a way he’d instinctively understand. “I’m going reach into my pocket and…”

      “Stop talking and just do it, fool!”

      I reached into the pocket of my coat and withdrew a thick envelope. I started to hand it over to him and then pulled back.

      “The IDs…”

      Carlos practically snarled as he snatched at the envelope in my hand. “Give me that!”

      I pulled my hand back just enough to keep it out of his reach. The charade had gone on long enough. I glanced over his shoulder, saw what I was looking for, and dropped the scared gringo act.

      “You might want to look behind you first,” I said, letting the boredom I was feeling with the whole situation color my voice.

      Surprisingly, Carlos caught the change in tone. Maybe he was smarter than I was giving him credit for or maybe he just had a finely tuned sense of survival, I don’t know, but he seemed to recognize he was no longer in control of the situation. His eyes narrowed, and I could almost see the wheels turning in his head as he tried to figure out where the danger was coming from.

      It didn’t take long.

      From directly behind him came a roar that suddenly split the night in two, shockingly close and loud enough to make my knees tremble involuntarily, despite the fact I’d known what was coming.

      Poor Carlos didn’t have any such warning and he nearly wet his pants as that cry sounded from directly behind him, so close that he could probably feel hot breath on the back of his neck. His eyes got as round as saucers and he frantically spun around and tried to bring his gun to bear at the same time.

      Whatever it was that he expected to see there, I’m pretty sure that a ten-foot-tall polar bear wasn’t it.

      In the aftermath of my daughter Elizabeth’s disappearance I’d tried everything I could think of to discover what had happened to her. When, after a few years, I’d exhausted the usual methods, I’d delved into more esoteric ones. Things like divination, witchcraft, and black magic. It was in the course of those “investigations” that I’d encountered the Preacher.

      To this day I’m still not sure who or what he actually was or why he appeared to me, but it was through his help that I located a ritual that would let me see that which was unseen, and I’d used it in an effort to locate Elizabeth.

      As is typical of dark magick, the ritual did exactly what it promised to do but not in the way I’d expected. Rather than helping me locate what was missing, it stole my natural sight and replaced it with something else, something I’ve come to call my ghostsight. Among other things, it lets me see the supernatural denizens of the world around me. It doesn’t matter what they were, I can see them all: the good, the bad, and the scares-me-shitless.

      I’m not completely blind. I can actually see better in complete darkness than most people can in broad daylight. I can no longer see colors—everything comes out in a thousand shades of gray—but at least I can see. The minute you put me in the light, however, everything goes dark. Direct sunlight is the equivalent of a complete whiteout for me; I can’t even see the outline of my hand if I hold it directly in front of my face. All I see is white. Endless vistas of white. Electrical lights are almost as bad, though if I use a pair of strong UV sunglasses I can see the vague shapes and outlines of things around me.

      Which was why I was standing in a dark alley at night wearing the darkest sunglasses I could find.

      Thanks to my sight I’d known that Dmitri wasn’t just a simple bartender, but I hadn’t been able to pierce the glamour around him to know exactly what he was. It was when I was hunting for the fetch earlier that fall that I’d discovered that he was a berserker.

      First mentioned in the Norse saga Vatnsdoela, the berserkers were described as elite warriors that wore animal pelts on their heads and charged into battle in a ravaging frenzy, fighting so hard that they were nearly unstoppable. Of course, the bards hadn’t quite gotten it right, never realizing that the berserkers were actually warriors that were so in touch with the totem spirits of certain animals that they could assume the physical properties of those beasts in battle, borrowing their strength, cunning, and senses to accomplish things they never could have done as mere humans.

      Dmitri and I decided to play it safe for tonight’s rendezvous, arriving early and having only one of us meet our intended contact. While I did that, Dmitri would remain out of sight, ready to come to my assistance if necessary.

      Now we were glad that we’d taken the extra precaution.

      Dmitri reared up on his hind legs, towering over Carlos. He opened his mouth and let loose another ground-shaking roar of challenge. That close, his teeth seemed bigger than my clenched fist.

      To his credit, Carlos stood his ground and tried to point his gun in the direction of the threat, though what he thought a pistol was going to do against a brute like Dmitri was beyond me.

      He needn’t have bothered. Before he’d even managed to move his arm a few inches it was intercepted by the swipe of a massive fur-covered paw. The impact sent Carlos spinning to the ground and the gun went flying off into the darkness. Dmitri lumbered forward, straddled Carlos’s body and clamped his teeth firmly onto the back of the gangbanger’s neck.

      A few more ounces of pressure and bye-bye Carlos.

      For the first time all night, our would-be thief did the smart thing.

      He froze.

      Smiling now, I put one hand on Dmitri’s broad back and squatted down next to Carlos so that he could see me without having to move his head. This close I could smell the stink of urine and feces that was coming off of him in waves. From the smell I knew he’d be a bit more receptive to our needs now that we’d gotten the preliminaries out of the way.

      Good thing, too, since I was done dicking around.

      “One word from me and my friend here will crush your head like an eggshell. Comprende, amigo?”

      He opened his mouth, only to find that his fear had stolen his voice. He gaped like a fish a few times, vainly trying to get something out.

      I took that as a yes.

      “Where are the IDs?”

      This time he managed to find his voice.

      “Glove box,” he gasped out.

      I patted Dmitri on the back, rose to my feet, and walked over to the lowrider. I slid into the front seat, leaned over to the other side, and opened the glove box. Inside I found another pistol and a manila envelope containing the driver’s licenses and passports that Carlos’s organization had agreed to provide. I put the new IDs back in the envelope and then tucked that and the pistol into the pocket of my jacket.

      Carlos had left the keys in the ignition, perhaps in anticipation of a quick getaway after screwing us over. I took them with me as I got out of the car and threw them into the darkness as far as I could.

      Once I had, I signaled for Dmitri to let Carlos up.

      Dmitri growled low in his chest, expressing his annoyance at the idea and eliciting another whimper of fear from Carlos, but with a little encouragement Dmitri eventually backed off, moving to sit on his haunches at my side. Even seated, he towered over me.

      “Not a particularly bright play, Carlos,” I said, packing all the disdain for his intelligence that I could into the words. “But today must be your lucky day, for I’ve decided to let you go. Now get the hell out of here and don’t even try to come back for your car.”

      Carlos didn’t need to be told twice. He scrambled to his feet and ran off, never once looking back.

      Dmitri turned his shovel-shaped head in my direction and grunted something.

      Having no idea what he’d just said, one roar sounding pretty much like the next, I just stared at him blankly.

      Another growl, a quick sensation of movement, and before I had time to look away, Dmitri was back in human form, standing in front of me completely naked and seemingly not bothered by it at all.

      Catching a glimpse of what he was carrying around with him, I could understand why.

      Some guys just get all the luck.

      He walked over to Denise’s car, a black Dodge Charger we’d borrowed for the evening’s activities, and pulled on the extra set of clothes that he’d brought along for that purpose. I got in the passenger side, he slid in behind the wheel, and we took off in a spray of dirt and gravel.

      Dmitri drove for a few blocks and then pulled into the parking lot of an all-night diner, finding a spot beneath one of the few streetlamps illuminating the lot.

      “Give ’em here,” he said.

      I passed him the envelope containing the fake IDs.

      Besides limiting my vision, the Preacher’s ritual had also robbed me of my ability to see photographs or paintings of any kind. I could see the spot on the IDs where the images were supposed to be, but the images themselves were just flat black squares, making it impossible for me to judge how well the passports and driver’s licenses had turned out.

      Dmitri looked them over for a few minutes, even going so far as to hold them up to the light one at a time and turn them this way and that, before dropping them back into the envelope.

      “Good enough, I think,” he said, passing the envelope back to me, and I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. If we’d gone through all this trouble only to end up with useless junk …

      But we hadn’t and that was good. Really good. Having the IDs would at least provide us some small measure of protection, allow us to do simple things that other people took for granted, like cashing a paycheck or signing a long-term lease on a piece of property. Even opening up a bank account or getting a line of credit was now possible, though I didn’t think I’d want to put our IDs up to that level of scrutiny unless it was absolutely necessary.

      Dmitri started the car and pulled out into traffic, while I took out one of the prepaid cell phones we’d been using to communicate with one another and called to let Clearwater know we were on our way home.

      If I’d known what she was going to drag us into less than seventy-two hours later, I might have tossed the phone out the window and told Dmitri to head south at the fastest possible speed, do not pass Go, do not collect two hundred dollars.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Clearwater

        

      

    

    
      Around her, the city burned.

      She ran through the streets, the buildings on either side engulfed in writhing sheets of flame, tongues of green and blue danced with those of red and yellow, evidence of the eldritch energies mixing with the natural ones. The heat pouring off of the fire was intense; even from the middle of the street she could feel it beating against her flesh, sending rivulets of sweat running down her face. Smoke and soot and ash filled the air, limiting her ability to see as she ran, searching for something, though she couldn’t remember who or what it was that she sought. Behind her, lost in the smoke and ash, something searched for her in turn.

      She stumbled forward, looking for a street sign or some other landmark that would give her a better sense of her location, but all such markings seemed to have been removed, if they’d ever existed at all.

      The thing behind her drew closer. She didn’t know how she knew; she just did. The first twinges of panic rose to the surface of her mind, but she fought them back down. Giving in was not an option; the thing behind her would catch her and that would be the end.

      Of everything.

      She couldn’t let that happen!

      The smoke grew thicker, darker, and she was forced to hold her arm over her mouth as she stumbled forward. Her breath was coming in short, sharp gasps as she struggled to draw enough oxygen from the polluted air, but she bravely fought forward.

      Something moved in the ruins to her left and she turned in that direction, eyes straining to make out what it was in the glare of the flames, but it was gone as swiftly as it had come.

      A wailing cry sounded from close behind, just beyond the nearest curtain of smoke, and her heart pounded to hear it.

      Faster! You have to run faster! a voice shouted at her from deep inside her mind.

      She pushed herself, drawing on the last of her reserves. Sweat poured down her face and plastered her hair against her scalp, while her clothing seemed weighted down with falling ash. She dodged wrecked cars and the shattered remains of crumbled homes, racing deeper into the darkness, searching for a way out.

      She didn’t see the jagged crack in the pavement until it was too late. Her foot caught on the edge and she fell, her hands coming up to protect her face as she slid across the harsh surface, leaving flesh and blood in her wake.

      Already an inner voice was shouting at her, Get up! Get Up! Get Up!

      She tried, really tried, but her right leg wouldn’t support her and she fell back to the pavement, crying and screaming in pain and fear. She must have broken her ankle in the fall.

      Unwilling to give in, she used her arms to pull herself forward, dragging her wounded leg behind her.

      That wailing cry sounded again, this time from immediately behind her, and she knew she’d been found. She rolled over, bringing her hands up before her in defense, as she caught a glimpse of something monstrous looming against the darkness of the smoke surrounding them.

      She screamed as the thing descended …
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        * * *

      

      The vision departed as swiftly and as unexpectedly as it had come. In its aftermath, Denise found herself standing before the big bay window in the living room. She was clad in the loose-fitting pajamas she’d pulled on when she went to bed earlier that evening, and she shivered in the cold air. A portion of the window had been fogged over, as if someone had just breathed on it, and the outline of two words were clearly visible on its surface.

      NEW ORLEANS.

      Just seeing the words there made her nervous and so she reached up, intending to wipe them away. Out of sight, out of mind, she thought, rubbing her fingers across the glass, only to recoil in fear when the words did not disappear.

      They couldn’t.

      They were written on the outside of the glass.

      A shiver of arctic cold ran up her spine, and she took a few steps back, unable to tear her gaze away from the letters as they slowly faded from view, seeming to mock her as they did so. Her thoughts raced through all the ways those words could have ended up on the window in front of her, each one more dangerous than the last …

      “Are you okay, Denise?”

      She screamed.

      She couldn’t help it. So great had been her concentration that she hadn’t heard Hunt enter the room behind her. His sudden voice in the silence of the room shocked her almost as much as seeing the words on the window.

      Almost.

      She knew he’d react to her fear and so she quickly turned, waving her hand and intentionally laughing to keep him from learning how upset she actually was.

      “Gaia, Hunt, you startled me!”

      Moonlight spilled in through the windows, letting her see his face. His white eyes seemed to gleam of their own accord in the partial darkness and she wondered, not for the first time, exactly what the ritual he’d undergone had done to him.

      “You looked like something scared you,” he said. “Well, before I did, I mean.”

      She shook her head. “It was nothing—a bad dream, nothing more. I’ll be fine. Your voice just surprised me, that’s all. I didn’t hear you come into the room.”

      He glanced past her to the window but apparently didn’t find anything there to make him suspicious since he turned his attention back to her.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, of course. Go back to bed. I’m sorry I woke you.”

      Now it was his turn to brush it off. “You didn’t. I was up anyway. Memories, ya know?”

      She did know. She’d been there when the ghost of his daughter Elizabeth had asked him to use his power to release her into whatever it was that came next. It was the glimpse of the man she’d seen in that moment, the one who would have gladly given his life to save that of his little girl, that convinced her to join him when he was forced to flee the city.

      “Really, I’m fine,” she said, and smiled again to show that she meant it.

      Whether he believed her or not, she couldn’t tell, but he said good night, turned, and wandered off back in the direction of his bedroom at the rear of the house.

      She stayed up after Hunt had gone to bed, settling onto the couch and staring out into the night’s darkness, considering her next move. The visions had started two weeks before, and there was no denying the fact that they were coming more regularly now. Each time it was the same: she was trapped in the burning city while magick ran amuck around her and something dark and twisted stalked her through the smoke and flames of the city streets.

      She couldn’t ignore the summons much longer. And there was no doubt about it, that’s what it was—a summons. Gaia needed her assistance again, just as she’d been needed when the fetch and its master had begun slaughtering people in Boston, intent on disrupting the natural order of things. Then, like now, she’d begun having visions, images of her and Hunt and Dmitri wrapped up in their efforts to put a stop to what was to come. Most of those visions came true, as she knew they would. The longer she waited, the more fixed those events became in that future timeline, as if her willingness to act sooner rather than later made a difference to the ultimate outcome. And maybe that was the point. You couldn’t ignore a call from the Earth Mother any more than you could ignore gravity, not if you wanted to continue as a practitioner of the Art, and doing so could have dire consequences.

      So why was she resisting?

      The answer was right there, simply waiting for her to acknowledge it, and this time she did so.

      She was afraid.

      Facing off against the shade of Eldredge and his deadly fetch had nearly killed her and her friends. Going back into battle against the unknown a second time wasn’t high on her list of favorite things right now.

      What if this time they weren’t strong enough?

      No matter how long she sat there, she couldn’t come up with an answer that satisfied her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          Hunt

        

      

    

    
      A few days after our adventure in Newark, the weather finally broke, clearing away the gray overcast that seemed to be an ever-present feature of a New Jersey winter and giving us a glimpse of blue sky, with temperatures higher than they’d been for months.

      It was the third week of December and the thermometer was hovering in the low fifties.

      God bless global warming.

      By noon it had turned into a beautiful day.

      Or, at least, it seemed that way to me, though I’d be the first to admit that my viewpoint might have been a little off, given that I’d already consumed a six-pack of a Mexican ale with a name I wouldn’t have been able to pronounce properly when sober, never mind in my current state. I was sitting in a lawn chair at the ocean’s edge, an array of fishing poles stuck in the sand in front of me and a now partly empty beer cooler close at my feet.

      Given his particular line of work, Dmitri knew he might one day have to run, and he’d planned ahead, buying a little place on the Jersey Shore. Why he’d picked Jersey was a mystery to me. I mean, come on, who wants to hide out in New Jersey, for heaven’s sake? Florida, the Bahamas, maybe even Costa Rica, sure, places like that made sense.

      But New Jersey?

      I had to give him credit though, the place he’d chosen was practically ideal, if you ignored the fact it was in Jersey. The town was small, the kind of community where people kept to themselves and didn’t stick their noses into other people’s business. Dmitri’s infrequent comings and goings were met with complete indifference, especially now that it was the middle of December.

      The little house stood in the dunes not far from the water’s edge and from the front porch you could look out at the Atlantic and practically see forever. I’d been doing just that each night for the last several weeks, trying to come to grips with what I’d learned about my daughter’s death and the events that had led me to hiding out like a common fugitive rather than the respected Harvard professor I’d once been.

      Funny how all it takes is one little curveball to turn your world upside down, isn’t it?

      A few newscasts and a little bit of Internet research had let us know that I was currently occupying a spot pretty high up on the FBI’s Most Wanted List. There were half a dozen terrorists ahead of me, but I’d made the top twenty without difficulty. According to the FBI, I was a serial killer known as the Reaper, responsible for a killing spree that stretched from coast to coast and went back ten years or more. In my lighter moments I was amused by it all, but the truth was that if the cops ever got their hands on me it would probably be a long time before I was anywhere but inside a six-by-six cell.

      Dmitri wasn’t on the list, but there was no doubt he was the focus of the same kind of manhunt that I was; hacking into my police file had revealed that he was listed as a known accomplice of mine.

      As far as we knew, neither the police nor the FBI had connected Denise to either of us. It was something we were thankful for, because it meant one of us could still move around freely without worrying about being recognized.

      We weren’t too far from Atlantic City and we were making occasional use of Clearwater’s ability to influence the natural world to win at the craps tables from time to time. Not enough to call attention to ourselves, but enough to keep the heat on and pay the grocery bill. But while Denise was out and about, Dmitri and I were trapped in a beachfront cottage with nothing better to do than watch endless Seinfeld reruns and play cards.

      Trust me. It wasn’t as exciting as it sounds.

      The fishing poles had been Denise’s idea. She had picked them up for us one night after a particularly good run at the tables, and we’d been waiting for more than a week for the freezing rain to stop so we could try them out. Finding the sun out when we’d risen this morning had caused us to start acting like a couple of giddy schoolgirls and it didn’t take us long to stake out a spot at the water’s edge.

      Now, a couple of hours later, we’d moved past mellow and were well on our way to being more than a bit under the influence.

      As a result, neither of us was all that quick on the uptake when Denise showed up.

      She wandered over without our realizing it, and the first we knew she was there was when she said, right out of the blue, “New Orleans.”

      I turned my head and glanced over in her direction, surprised to find her out there with us. I couldn’t see her, the brightness of the midmorning sun rendering me as blind as a cave newt for all practical purposes, but normally I would have at least heard her approach.

      I considered what she’d said and then decided that maybe my ears were playing tricks on me.

      “Come again?” I asked.

      “We need to go to New Orleans.”

      I shook my head. “No, we don’t.”

      “Yes, we do.” She said it slowly, as if talking to an errant child.

      I reached over to my left and nudged the monster dozing in the lawn chair next to mine.

      “Want to go to New Orleans?” I asked him.

      Dmitri grunted. “Leave this lovely weather behind? Are you nuts?”

      I smiled up at Denise, ignoring the glare I felt her leveling in my direction even though I couldn’t see it. “See? New Orleans is a bad idea; even Dmitri thinks so.”

      I snatched a beer out of the cooler to my right and held it up to her. “Pull up a chair and have a cold one instead.”

      My offer was met with silence. I could feel the temperature around me drop a good ten degrees beneath the weight of her stare.

      Not good.

      I tried again.

      “Come on, relax, Denise. Sit down and we’ll talk about it, okay?”

      I might as well have been talking to myself for all the good it did.

      Her voice was calm and controlled, but I could hear the strain behind it as she said, “I’m leaving in the morning, with or without the two of you.”

      The sound of her steps as she made her way across the sand told me the discussion was over.

      “Sounds like you managed to piss her off,” Dmitri said. His tone held more than a touch of amusement.

      “You think?” I shot back, but my heart wasn’t in it. A cold feeling was forming in the pit of my stomach. Something was wrong; I could feel it in my bones.

      I started to get up out of my chair and then hesitated. The joking with Dmitri aside, one thing I’d learned to respect in the few months we’d been living together in our little cottage was Clearwater’s temper. She was pretty slow to boil, but when she went off, it was like Krakatoa in full eruption.

      In other words, she was volatile as hell.

      And right now, it seemed like she was on the verge of blowing her top.

      Under the best of circumstances, pissing off a woman was usually not a good idea. Doing so to one who could turn you into a cockroach was even worse.

      “Any idea what that was all about?” I asked Dmitri, my ass half in and half out of the chair beneath me as I wavered in indecision about whether just to let her cool off or to follow her back up to the house in the dunes behind us.

      “Not a clue. But if I were you, I’d go find out.”

      “Turning into a regular Dr. Phil, aren’t you?”

      Snagging the beer from my hand, he replied, “I’m much better looking than Dr. Phil. Besides, somebody’s got to keep the two of you from killing each other.”

      Great.

      I grabbed hold of the guideline that he’d strung for me when we’d first arrived and, with one hand on the rope, followed it back up the beach to the house. It stood a good ten feet off the ground on a raised platform, designed that way in order to provide some protection from the angry Atlantic in the midst of the winter storms. The wooden steps leading up to the front door were smooth beneath my bare feet—worn down by the water, wind, and the passage of time.

      Noise coming out of Denise’s bedroom at the end of the hall led me in that direction. I found her inside and didn’t need my eyesight to know that she was tossing what few belongings she had with her into a suitcase and preparing to do just what she said she would.

      Leave us behind.

      “What’s going on, Denise?”

      I was honestly bewildered. Sure, I’d been a bit of a wiseass back on the beach, but that wasn’t anything unusual; wiseass was practically my middle name. My behavior certainly didn’t deserve this strong a response.

      I thought of how I’d seen her late last night, standing before the big bay window at the front of the house, staring off into the darkness outside, a look of fear on her face.

      “Decided you’ve had enough?” I asked.

      She stopped throwing things around, and I knew she’d turned to face me when I felt the weight of her stare.

      “Is that what you think?” she said, her voice trembling with sudden anger. “That I can’t handle it anymore?”

      I raised my hands in surrender and took a step back. “I don’t know what to think, Denise. That’s the problem. You’ve been tense for days; you’re short-tempered, you won’t talk to us, and now you suddenly declare, completely out of the blue, that you’re going to New Orleans with or without us. I mean, come on, what am I supposed to think?”

      I waited for the explosion I knew was simmering beneath the surface, but, much to my surprise, it never came. Instead, I heard a sigh of frustration and the sound of the bedsprings as she sat down on the bed.

      I walked over and sat beside her, quietly waiting.

      “Sorry,” she said eventually.

      “No problem.” And it wasn’t. She’d been under a lot of stress lately, we all had, and the fact that we weren’t ready to kill each other by now was a minor miracle. A little temper tantrum now and again was expected, in my view.

      Besides, she was my friend. It had been a long time since I’d been able to say that about anyone.

      “Want to tell me about it?”

      A long moment of silence followed and I thought she wasn’t going to say anything, but she surprised me again. “I’m having visions.”

      I tensed. The last time she’d had visions, we’d ended up facing off against a doppelganger and the vengeful shade of the sorcerer that had created it. The three of us had almost died in the process.

      “Visions?” I asked, already knowing I wasn’t going to like the answer.

      I knew she was nodding, even though I couldn’t see it. “I’m in New Orleans and something is chasing me through the streets, something horrible. I don’t know what it is; all I know is that I can’t let it catch me, no matter what.”

      Sometimes I hate being right. “Sounds to me like you’d be better off avoiding New Orleans altogether,” I said.

      She sighed. “That’s the problem. I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it just isn’t done. Ignoring a summons from Gaia is like driving the wrong way down the highway at rush hour. There’s only one way it can end and that’s in disaster.”

      Gaia. Now there was a concept I was still having trouble wrapping my head around. Best I could understand, Denise believed that the Earth itself was alive, that it was the embodiment of an ancient goddess spirit, and that all life, human or otherwise, was linked to it through some kind of mystical web of interconnectedness. It was this divine spark of energy that powered her magick, she explained once, when I asked her about it.

      Telling me she tapped into the Force would have made about as much sense. Then again, I wasn’t the one who had to believe.

      Still, just because she was content taking directions from Mother Nature, didn’t mean that I was too.

      “Needs you how?” I asked.

      She thought about it for a minute, and I got the sense that she was choosing her words with care. “I’m not … really sure,” she said. “I think I’m supposed to prevent something from happening, something really major, but I’m not quite sure what that is.”

      She explained that each of her visions had shown her the city of New Orleans wrapped in some kind of apocalyptic scenario. Destruction by fire and water featured fairly prominently, but she’d also seen it destroyed by war, famine, and plague. Clearly, they were all a warning of some danger to come and a summons for her to prevent it, if possible.

      “But how do you know that?” I argued. “What if they’re just lucid dreams brought on by something you read? Or something you saw on television?”

      “Because dreams don’t write on windows,” she replied, but then seemed to regret doing so and wouldn’t elaborate any further when I pressed her.

      Write on windows? What the hell did that mean? I wondered.

      We sat in silence for a few minutes until I decided to try a different tack. “Okay, I’ve seen some really strange shit over the last few months, so let’s say I buy into the whole ‘message from the Earth Mother Goddess’ thing you got going on here. How do you know you’re interpreting it right?”

      Her answer was pretty quick and to the point.

      “It’s pretty hard to misinterpret apocalyptic disasters, don’t you think?”

      She had me there.

      In for a penny, in for a pound, I guess.

      “Okay, New Orleans it is.”

      She suddenly went still, like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car. I felt that she was watching me carefully, trying to gauge whether I was serious or not.

      After a moment, she said, “You’ll go with me?”

      I shrugged. “You followed me to New Jersey. Least I can do is return the favor and go with you to New Orleans.”

      My motivation was more than that, but now wasn’t the time to explain it to her, as I wasn’t yet sure that I could put it into words. Just thinking about her leaving made me anxious; it simply wasn’t an option as far as I was concerned. If that meant following her halfway across the country, then so be it.

      She turned and wrapped me in a hug, something she had never done before, and I responded in kind. I was acutely aware of her scent in my nostrils and the warmth of her body beneath my hands; it had been a long time since I’d held a woman.

      “Thank you, Jeremiah,” she whispered in my ear, before pulling away.

      I let her go, wondering if she felt the same reluctance to end our embrace that I did.
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      Denise called Dmitri inside and filled him in on what we’d just discussed. Upon hearing her reasons for wanting to leave, he agreed that it was a wise move. Ignoring the visions, he told her, could have disastrous consequences, and not just for the people of New Orleans. So with that settled, we got down to some serious planning, figuring out what we needed to do in order to close up shop here, deciding just how we intended to get there and what to take with us.

      Given our decision to hit the road, I thought I’d be able to skip my afternoon tutoring session, but I soon found out I was sorely mistaken.

      After we’d fled Boston together, Denise had taken it upon herself to improve my education with regard to the ways of the supernatural world around us, and not a day had gone by since then that we hadn’t spent an hour in “class,” trying to bring me up to speed as quickly as possible.

      Our sessions ranged from formal lectures on how to identify a nukekubi in the middle of the day while it was in its human form to hands-on workshops like the time she had me track a wererat around the Newark shipyard in the middle of the night after three straight days of no sleep. That was anything but fun. Dmitri would occasionally sit in, giving his own unique perspective on the topic at hand, but more often than not it was just Denise and me.

      Some days I looked forward to my lessons. Denise was a good teacher, with what seemed to me to be an encyclopedic knowledge of the unusual and the arcane, which meant that I always came away from our time together a little more informed than before. At other times it just felt like a colossal waste of energy. With the police on my tail, I didn’t expect to remain free long enough to encounter a Malaysian Pennagglan, never mind need to know that the only way to kill it was to pour broken glass into its empty neck cavity while the head and internal organs were off feeding on someone in the dead of night.

      Heading into today’s session, I was pessimistic about it all.

      Cross Mr. Miyagi, Yoda, and Merlin the Magician and you’ve got some sense of what it was like having Denise as an instructor. Learn by immersion, that was her motto, particularly for our hands-on sessions. She had a habit of giving me specific instructions without explaining the hows or whys behind whatever it was we were doing, expecting me to pick it up as we went along. What that really meant was that I’d usually fail the first few times, often spectacularly, and usually at my own expense. At that point she would patiently tell me what I had done wrong, walk me through the steps necessary to correct it, and then grill me mercilessly over and over again until I had it right. More often than not, this went on for days, as I tend to be a slow learner.

      The whole “wax on, wax off” approach got on my nerves, I must admit.

      That afternoon, after telling me there was no way we were going to miss our session, Denise led me back down to the beach. While we’d huddled about our trip, the good weather had slowly slipped away, leaving a gray sky and a chill wind that blew off the ocean with a vengeance. The smell of the mud flats on the wind told me the tide was out.

      Denise brought me to the water’s edge and then stepped back, saying, “Tell me what you see.”

      Cloud cover or not, I couldn’t see a thing; I never could, not in broad daylight. Denise knew that and I knew she knew, so she must have been asking me to look at the world around me in a different fashion.

      Confident that I’d solved the first of the lesson’s challenges, I triggered my ghostsight.

      The snow white blindness faded, leaving me looking out into a hazy world of gray. I could just make out the suggestion of the things around me, like faint sketches only half-drawn; the long rise of the beach to my left, the roll of the waves off to the right, and the blurry outline of Denise standing several yards away.

      “What do you see?” she asked again.

      This time, I answered her.

      “Ghosts,” I said.

      And I did. About half a dozen of them stood a few feet away, watching us with the unblinking stares of the dead. They were surrounded by a faintly luminous silver white glow that made them seem to pop out against the gray haze of their surroundings, clear and distinct to my eyes, though whether the glow was something that they projected themselves or simply an aftereffect of the use of my special sight, I didn’t know.

      “Call one of them over to you,” Denise instructed.

      Since most of my work lately had been targeted at increasing my control and connection to the spirits around me, I wasn’t surprised by her request, though I did wonder why we were doing this down on the beach. The dead followed me wherever I went. We could have done this just as easily from the warmth and privacy of the beach house’s kitchen.

      Yours is not to question why, I thought to myself, as I pulled my harmonica out of my pocket.

      There is a theory in certain circles that ghosts feed off the emotions of the living, that by doing so they can regain, at least for a little while, some of what they have left behind. I don’t know if that’s true or not. What I do know is that they react to my music like it’s a drug of some kind, a balm to the soul that helps them ease the pain they’re feeling at being stranded between this world and the next. Like a junkie who refuses to give up his fix, some ghosts will sit there for hours listening to me play, until they have exhausted all of the energy it takes for them to manifest and they fade away into nothingness.

      I spent a moment listening to the sounds of the world around me, the crash of the waves, the low murmur of the wind, trying to get a feel for the place, to sink into the here and now. That was one of the tricks Denise had taught me, and it had made this process a whole lot easier than it had been before. When I thought I was ready, I brought the harmonica to my mouth and began to play.

      I’m not sure how it is that I know just what to play in times like this. I just do; the music just comes to me, like it’s been sitting down there deep in my soul, just waiting for the right moment to come out, and this time was no exception. A low mournful tune filled the air, and as I watched, one of the ghosts, a tall, thin man with thinning hair, dressed in a cheap suit and carrying a battered briefcase, stirred and began walking in our direction, following the sound of my music.

      I kept playing until he stood within arm’s reach.

      “Now borrow his sight, Jeremiah.”

      That, too, had become old hat. I reached out to put my hand on his shoulder, but Denise stopped me.

      “You don’t need that anymore, do you?”

      She was right; I didn’t. Where once I’d had to touch my target in order to borrow its sight, the weeks of practice had shown me how to do it from across short distances. The closer I was to the ghost, the easier it was to make the connection, and this distance should be no trouble for me at all.

      I let my hand fall to my side and focused my thoughts. There was a moment of dizziness, startling in its intensity, and then the taste of bitter ashes flooded my mouth and I was looking out through the eyes of a dead man.

      It’s not what you’d think and certainly not what I ever expected. There’s this incredible explosion of color, ten times brighter and more vivid than anything I remember from the days before I lost my normal sight. And the things they can see! The supernatural denizens of the world are clearly visible to ghosts. They see everything, from the fallen angels that swoop over the narrow city streets on ash gray wings to the changelings that walk among us unseen, safe in their human guises. The glamourlike charms that supernatural entities use to conceal themselves from human sight are no match for the eyes of a ghost.

      But what has always struck me as the cruelest irony is that ghosts can see emotions pouring off the living as plain as day. It’s like each one has its own wavelength, its own unique color, the same way light does when seen through a prism. And if that isn’t bad enough, then there’s the fact that it isn’t just the living that give off emotions the dead can no longer feel for themselves, but average everyday objects, too. If it was important to someone for some reason, an object would soak up whatever emotions the living attached to it. A child’s teddy bear might glow with the pure white light of unconditional love, while the hairbrush used to brush a woman’s long glossy hair might reflect the scarlet eroticism felt by her husband as he wielded it night after night over twenty years of marriage. The more important the object was to its owner, the brighter the glow.

      Down here on the empty beach there weren’t any objects to focus on, and I’d long since gotten used to seeing Denise through the eyes of my sight. So I was starting to wonder what this was all about.

      Thankfully, Denise didn’t keep me in suspense. “This is a test of control,” she said. “No matter what happens, I want you to maintain the link, all right?”

      “Sure.”

      Piece of cake, I thought.

      Which just goes to show how blasé I’d been getting about my lessons lately.

      When I’d first met Denise I’d thought her talents had been restricted to simple things like fortune-telling and scrying. What I used to think of as parlor tricks. The term hedge witch just didn’t conjure up images of Gandalf the Grey, if you know what I mean. But during our confrontation with the fetch and its sorcerous master, I’d seen some of what she was really capable of and had come to understand that Denise was a force to be reckoned with, a power in her own right. An affinity with nature wasn’t just about plants and healing poultices. After all, earthquakes, tsunamis, and hurricanes were all part of the natural world as well. I just wasn’t expecting to run into any of them on a sandy beach in New Jersey.

      After all I’d been through over the last few months, you’d think I would have taken Oscar Wilde’s famous quote, “Expect the unexpected,” to heart by now.

      Denise retreated up the beach toward the dunes, leaving me standing by the water’s edge with the ghost at my side. I could feel his interest waning now that the music had stopped, so I brought the harmonica back to my lips and played for a bit, strengthening the ties between us. Just when I was starting to wonder what Denise was up to, I caught sight of something moving down the beach toward me.

      Or should I say under it.

      Imagine a massive worm tunneling just beneath the surface, causing the ground to rise up several feet as it was displaced by the creature running beneath it, and you’d have some idea of what I was looking at. The fact that there were four of them headed in my direction didn’t help matters either. My entire being screamed at me to run.

      I fought down the urge while doing what I could to maintain my link to the ghost beside me, reminding myself that this was a test of control. If I lost my vision now …

      The ground beneath my feet began to shake and tremble as the things drew closer, but I planted my feet and simply willed myself to stay upright.

      Fifty yards.

      Twenty.

      Ten.

      I was sweating by this point, wondering if I had made the right decision, as those four humps churned toward me with remarkable speed, and I prayed that I wasn’t about to become lunch for some supernatural denizens of the deep that I hadn’t yet learned about. Denise would have warned me if I was in trouble, wouldn’t she?

      At the very last second, the creatures, if that’s what they were at all, dove deep beneath the surface, leaving the ground to shake for a moment beneath my feet. Then that too quieted down and grew still.

      I grinned; my link with the ghost beside me remained intact, and I used my borrowed sight to focus on Denise and wave to her good-naturedly.

      No sooner had my hand gone up than I was pummeled by a hurricane-like wind that seemingly sprang up out of nowhere. It knocked me to the ground and forced me to cover my eyes from the sting of the sand and grit that were carried along with it, but I recognized it for what it was, another test, and focused my concentration on maintaining my link to the ghost serving as my lab partner. The wind howled around me in a voice like a thousand banshees, but I refused to be distracted, and after a moment it died down as quickly as it had sprung up.

      Still able to see, I climbed to my feet and turned to look toward the dunes. I saw Denise standing high atop one of them, watching my performance.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” I shouted at her, grinning madly all the while.

      Bring it on, sister, I thought.

      Big mistake.

      Denise raised her arms slowly over her head, and as she did the sound of the surf behind me suddenly faded. Instead of the crash of the waves against the shore, there was nothing but silence. At the same time, a dark shadow fell across the beach, blotting out the sun.

      I turned to see a massive wave looming above me, a good fifteen feet in height. It hung there, trapped in that moment just before breaking, like a bull straining to break out of the rodeo gate.

      Fuck me.

      The wave broke.

      Knowing I was about to be pulverized by a half ton of water caused my concentration to slip. The connection allowing me to borrow the ghost’s sight shredded like a wet tissue, and I found myself surrounded by a fog of brilliant white. I had time to take two or three stumbling steps in the direction I thought the dunes lay, and then that massive wall of freezing water crashed down upon me. The force of the wave knocked me off my feet and carried me up the beach in a twisting, tumbling roll before depositing me at the foot of the dunes and receding back into the sea as if it had never existed.

      Spitting out seawater and gasping for air, never mind trying to remember which way was up after being tossed around like a rag doll, I pulled myself into a seated position, my head hanging between my legs, both literally and figuratively.

      A voice called down from the top of the dune above.

      “Looks like you lost your concentration, Hunt.”

      I spat up what felt like another lungful of seawater and answered with what was left of my dignity.

      “Nag, nag, nag. You just wait. I’ll get you for that.”

      Denise laughed, the first genuine laugh I’d heard from her in over a week. “Whatever you say, Grasshopper,” she said lightly. “I think that’s enough for today.”

      I waited until I heard her footsteps moving away from me before I muttered beneath my breath.

      “Watch it or I’ll sic a poltergeist on your ass.”

      Her honey-and-steel voice came floating back across the dunes.

      “I heard that…”

      I smiled. Maybe things were going to turn out okay after all, I thought.

      Unfortunately, the universe had other ideas.
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