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Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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Masukotto

	 

	Officer Clay was eating a cheeseburger when the attack came. There was no warning and no chance to react. A small black object appeared in the distance, moving slowly from right to left, looking a bit like a fly. But a couple of seconds later, Clay realized that it was not an insect close to the windshield. No, it was growing, fast. He saw a black box with four arms sticking out of the sides. And then, it hit.

	“Jesus Christ!”

	The object struck the windshield with a crack like a gunshot, then bounced off and clattered over the hood of the police car before vanishing. A second later, Clay understood what had happened. The thing was a camera drone, black with four propellers. And a second after that, he realized that his lap was full of beef patty, melted cheese, and a pickle.

	Shock turned to anger, and Clay clambered out of the car. A quick glance around the vicinity showed him an obvious suspect. A guy was standing some distance along the road, facing the car, holding a box of some kind. Sunlight gleamed off a steel antenna. Clay leaned into his car to call in the incident, then hesitated. Maybe he’d sound like a dumbass. He decided to arrest the guy first.

	“Hey, you! You with the radio control!”

	The guy was only about ten yards away but seemed oblivious to the cop’s shouts. The guy was just staring blankly, or so it seemed. Clay strode toward him, noting the broken drone lying on the asphalt in front of his car. At least the toy wouldn’t do any more harm. Then Clay saw something else. It looked as if another man was standing right behind the stranger, a shorter man, dressed in odd-looking, drab clothes.

	Optical illusion, perhaps?

	Even as Clay tried to make sense of it, the second figure vanished. Clay didn’t have time to rationalize it. He had a job to do.

	“Hey, I want a word with you!”

	The man came out of his trance and blinked. Clay was now close enough to see that the guy was about forty, with a shaved head and goatee. He stared at the approaching police officer in puzzlement that changed to alarm. Clay laid a hand on his hip close to his gun. His initial anger had dissipated, and he didn’t want to escalate the situation, but he had to be on alert.

	“Sir, is that your drone?”

	Clay jerked his head to indicate the smashed machine.

	“I… I guess… Oh my god, did I hit your car?”

	Suppressing the urge to be sarcastic, Clay nodded.

	“Did you lose control of your drone, sir?”

	“I must have, I guess,” said the man, looking down at the black control box. “I was filming the river, the trees, just trying out a new camera, and then… I guess…”

	Clay relaxed. The man’s puzzlement seemed genuine. The guy had had some kind of episode. Maybe he should see a doctor. But a report would still have to be filed. He was about to ask for the guy’s ID when the stranger spoke again.

	“The petals,” he said as if talking to himself. “Falling like rain. Beautiful. The colors.”

	“What?” Clay asked irritably.

	The guy shook his head in puzzlement.

	“I don’t know. I just had this… this vivid image. It’s nothing.”

	The cop sighed. This could get complicated if the guy was hallucinating. Or faking it.

	“You’d better come with me, sir.”

	 

	***

	 

	Frank Figueroa swore at the torrential rain, then apologized to his passenger.

	“It’s not offensive to me,” Leo Moreland said. “Though, of course, many people would be offended. My only quibble with your language is that it could be misinterpreted, which is often the case when a slang term for sexual intercourse is concerned.”

	The light changed and Frank pulled out into light traffic.

	“Well, pardon my French,” he said cheerfully. “Point is, I don’t like wet weather. Too many idiots who have no conception of stopping distances.”

	Leo did not pick up his end of the conversation, as often happened. Frank gave an inward shrug. He owed the ghost trapper a lot. He was SK’s most important customer. But a sparkling conversationalist, Leo was not. Frank focused on the road ahead, no distractions. Which was good, because it gave him an extra split-second to react when the school bus appeared.

	The bus came so fast that all they saw was a blur of yellow and dazzling headlights. Car horns blared and tires screeched as other drivers swerved to avoid the careening vehicle. Frank hit the brakes and resisted the temptation to haul over hard on the steering wheel. He didn’t want to skid into the bus; he needed to make a controlled turn. He almost made it, but the wing of his Saber struck the rear fender of the bus. The cab mounted the curb and stopped just short of a substantial tree.

	“Jeez!”

	Frank heaved a sigh. His heart was racing, and he made a mental note to exercise more and eat less junk.

	“That was interesting.”

	Leo was getting out. Frank decided to follow him. The heavy rain proved useful, the cold and damp helping him focus. The school bus had gone off the road about a hundred yards away and had plowed into a wall in front of the local veterans center. Thankfully, the building still appeared intact. Frank started to run, joining a ragged band of other motorists heading for the bus. Kids were already disembarking, some crying, others comforting their friends. Sirens howled in the distance.

	“Anyone hurt?” shouted a middle-aged woman. “I’m a nurse. Anyone hurt?”

	Apparently, nobody was. Some kids were sitting on the sidewalk in the rain now. A gray-haired guy who looked like a corporate type took off his suit jacket and put it around the shoulders of a weeping girl. Frank ran to the open door of the bus and helped a couple of children out. They were all fourth or fifth graders, he thought.

	All the children had disembarked. The driver was just sitting there, staring straight ahead. She was a plump woman of about forty with cropped ginger hair.

	“Hey, lady, you okay?” Frank asked, climbing onto the bus.

	The woman seemed to wake from a trance. Her eyelids flickered, then she turned her head to face him.

	“Mission failed.”

	“What?”

	Frank heard someone behind him and glanced around to see Leo.

	“Maybe she had a seizure of some kind,” the ghost trapper said.

	The driver was looking around now as if taking in the chaos for the first time.

	“What… what happened?” she asked.

	“I think you lost your job, ma’am,” Frank replied.

	 

	***

	 

	“Mission? Sounds like some kind of religious thing. Or special forces. But I’m guessing a school bus driver wouldn’t be an undercover assassin, right?”

	“No, that is unlikely,” Leo replied, oblivious to any humor in the idea.

	Sylvia smiled as she sipped her latte. They were sitting in the small diner opposite Leo’s apartment. Leo had asked his friend to come over to discuss a minor mystery. One that might, in fact, not exist.

	“Is the bus driver some kind of religious nut?” Sylvia asked.

	“Her record seems spotless,” Leo replied, consulting a small notebook. “She is not a churchgoer. Her only activity outside of work appears to be something called roller derby. Oh, and she is unmarried.”

	Sylvia spluttered with poorly suppressed laughter. Leo raised a quizzical eyebrow.

	“Nothing, nothing. Do go on.”

	Leo laid his notebook down.

	“The driver said her journey was proceeding normally until she reached the junction of Lincoln and Third, whereupon she felt strange. It was as if, in her words, “someone else had taken possession of me.” She felt compelled to accelerate, ignore other vehicles, and head for the veterans center. She knew the children were yelling and other drivers were sounding their horns, but this seemed irrelevant. She had to drive into the building.”

	Sylvia felt a shudder of horror. There had been twenty kids on that bus, and a dozen veterans and staff inside the building. It was a lucky escape for all.

	“Did doctors check her over?”

	“No underlying health issues that might account for her behavior,” Leo replied.

	“You think it was possession?”

	“I believe so,” Leo said. “Especially in the light of the other incidents.”

	He gave a brief account of the toy drone attack on the police car.

	“Now that could just have been an accident,” Sylvia observed. “How do you even know about it?”

	“Frank has connections with law enforcement, and some of them sent a discreet appeal for help,” Leo replied. “And the conduct of the drone operator mirrors that of the bus driver two days later.”

	Sylvia detected no hint of pride in her friend’s manner. Leo seemed to have no ego whatsoever, just a need to solve problems efficiently.

	“Okay,” she said. “You said other incidents—plural. So, there were others?”

	Leo explained that a forklift driver had driven straight into a work colleague at a warehouse. The hapless victim had been slammed against a wall and buried in boxes but had survived more or less unscathed.

	“Apparently,” Leo added, “the boxes were filled with parcels that consisted largely of packaging material.”

	Sylvia pondered that.

	“Guess sometimes screwing the environment has an upside,” she concluded. “So, you’ve got three possible ghostly possessions, and all involved attacking somebody. Is there a link among the victims?”

	“The forklift driver’s colleague was a retired National Guard,” Leo replied. “The veterans center links to that. The police officer never served in the military.

	“He wears a uniform and carries a gun,” Sylvia pointed out. “That remark about the failed mission—”

	“And the falling petals,” said Leo, who recounted what the drone operator had told the cop. “I would be obliged if you could contact that man and ask him a question.”

	“Why me?” Sylvia asked. “No, I get it, a medium who’s also a nice young lady is going to get a more positive reaction. What’s the question?”

	Leo told her, and she resisted the urge to ask why. Instead, she took out her phone and called the number he gave her. The drone guy was hesitant at first, but when Sylvia explained that she was a medium, he unburdened himself, relieved somebody believed his bizarre tale. When she asked him about the falling petals, he was surprised but remembered the color.

	“Pale pink? You’re sure?”

	She looked across at Leo, who was making another note. It was impossible to tell if he was pleased. She ended the call after thanking the confused stranger profusely.

	“Okay, so how do we find this ghost before it kills somebody?”

	Leo took a small map from his jacket and spread it out on the table. He’d marked the locations of the incidents. They were all within half a mile of each other, forming an elongated triangle. Given a ghost could normally roam about a mile from the object it was attached to, the data wasn’t much use. But Leo had another idea.

	“It’s an educated guess,” he said, “but favored by the balance of probabilities. It would, however, involve online research.”

	“Ah, you can’t hit the books? Bummer,” Sylvia said. “Okay, guess I’m your girl detective, or maybe internet snoop, for the day. What am I looking for?”

	 

	***

	 

	The house seemed normal. When Frank’s cab pulled up at the address she’d found, Sylvia wondered if she might have been mistaken. It was hard to believe such a potentially destructive force could be based in a typical suburban bungalow. It was only after Sylvia and Leo got out and walked up to the garden gate that she noticed the massive Humvee in the garage, half hidden in shadows.

	Long before they reached the front door, it was opened by a large, elderly man with a shock of white hair and a massive beard. He was wearing a T-shirt that read KILL ’EM ALL, LET GOD SORT ’EM OUT. Sylvia put on her winningest smile and wished Leo didn’t look like a down-at-the-heels Jehovah’s Witness. The situation promised to be tricky. All her people skills would be required, not least to compensate for Leo’s lacking any.

	“What do you want? I don’t give to charity, and I don’t want to buy anything,” the homeowner growled.

	“We’re not selling,” Sylvia responded quickly.

	“We are here to help you help our veterans,” Leo put in.

	“Like I said, I don’t give to charity. I pay enough goddamn taxes!” the old man bellowed. “Now get off my property!”

	The hulking figure moved back, half out of sight, but did not shut the door. Then, a gun barrel appeared. Sylvia froze, but Leo, seemingly oblivious to peril, continued to walk toward the man.

	“Mister Ballantine, you are unwittingly endangering members of your country’s armed forces,” Leo said calmly as if he were reading a laundry list. “I am here to help you correct a serious error of judgment.”

	The barrel of the gun came up as Ballantine stepped out. Sunlight gleamed on the blue-black metal.

	“I’m giving you one chance to get off my property, boy!”

	Leo stopped but did not show any sign of retreating. Sylvia wanted to run forward and grab her friend but realized any sudden move could startle the old man into firing. She remained still as a statue, praying silently. Ballantine started to shout another warning when Leo’s voice cut in, still calm and measured.

	“Didn’t you notice anything strange about the doll, sir? Surely, you must have sensed that it was not quite right in some way.”

	Ballantine’s mouth was open. Despite the gun, he looked almost comical now. Leo had guessed right.

	“How do you know about the doll?”

	“Online sites dealing in such things are comparatively rare. Cross-referencing recent purchases with local collectors, we found only three candidates in this area. We ruled out two this morning. Now, can we see the doll? I believe I can render it safe.”

	Ballantine lowered the gun but did not set it aside. He fired off a series of questions that Leo answered. Then he interrogated Sylvia for a couple of minutes. Eventually, Ballantine lumbered aside. The gun was now pointed directly upward.

	“Guess I did feel there was something weird about it,” he growled. “Like it was watching me, you know? But I wasn’t gonna ask my buddies about it. None of the guys I know buy dolls.”
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