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      Fear is the most primal of human emotions. And fear of the unknown is the most terrifying of all fears.

      

      If you are new to the Pierce Mostyn Paranormal Investigations series, then Van Dyne’s Zuvembies is an excellent entry point into the series and into my world.

      

      In addition to my Pierce Mostyn Paranormal Investigations books, I’ve written short stories set in the world of the macabre and arcane. Many of which are only available to folks on my mailing list.

      

      So just click, tap, or scan the QR code to enter my world of terror and the macabre. You will get a free copy of The Feeder and you’ll get my monthly email of news and curated contact. Terror awaits!
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      She looked at the address, back at the slip of paper, and then back at the number over the door.

      This is the place, she thought, and walked down the short walk to the door. A man, coming out, held the door for her.

      “Thank you,” she said, and entered the building. An ordinary, nondescript three-story on Northern Boulevard in Queens.

      The directory in the lobby told her she wanted the third floor. At the elevator, she pressed the up button and waited. There was a bit of a musty odor to the old and dingy carpet, and the young woman wrinkled her nose at the smell. When the elevator doors opened, she got in, and pressed three. In a moment the doors opened once more, she got out, and turned into the corridor.

      Suite 304 was to her left. She walked a dozen steps and stopped in front of a plain door with frosted glass window and the name Asher and Associates painted on the glass in black letters.

      She looked once more at the slip of paper, took a deep breath, and exhaled. Her hand pushed down on the door handle, and giving it a push, the door opened, and the young woman walked in.

      There was a small waiting room with a half-dozen beige plastic chairs lined up along one wall. A pretty little redhead, with the most beautiful smile, sat behind a desk opposite the plastic chairs. A counter fronted the desk, and a sign announced that the desk was home to the receptionist.

      The redhead, smile still in place, said, “How may I help you?”

      “I’m Sofia Rivera. I have an appointment for three.”

      The receptionist looked at her computer screen, tapped a few keys, and studied the screen for a moment.

      Sofia was jealous. How could anyone be so happy as to smile like that?

      The redhead looked at her. “Please have a seat. The therapist will be with you in a minute.”

      Sofia sat and put her hand in her pocket for her phone. It wasn’t there, and the anger bubbled up. Why did they have to take her phone away? It was so unfair. And if her sister hadn’t blabbed…

      God, I hate Maria, she thought. Why can’t Dad take my side? And that woman he married. She really, really has it in for me. I hate them. I hate them all.

      A door next to the receptionist opened, and a dark-skinned Indian woman called her name.

      Sofia got up and walked over to her.

      The woman smiled and said, “I’m Kashvi Pushpagiri, your therapist. Follow me.”

      She led Sofia to a room that was on the spacious side, indicated a chair for her to sit in, and took a seat in the chair across from her. A round coffee table sat between the two chairs.

      “So tell me why you’ve come to see me.”

      “Everyone’s against me.”

      The therapist arched an eyebrow. “Everyone?”

      “My dad never takes my side. My sister’s a blabbermouth. My step-mom thinks I’m worthless and turns my dad against me. I just hate them.”

      “You hate them? Actually hate them?”

      There was a pause. “Well, maybe hate is a little strong.”

      “Is it? Perhaps you do hate them. Didn’t they wrong you? Aren’t they against you?”

      “Well, yeah, they are.”

      “Have you considered that perhaps they hate you?”

      “Really?”

      Pushpagiri nodded.

      “Wow. I never thought of that. I mean, like, I can see my step-mom, and maybe my sister, but my dad?”

      “Did you want him to marry your step-mom?”

      “Hell, no!” Realizing what she’d said, Sofia, somewhat embarrassed, apologized. “Sorry.”

      “That’s quite all right. You are in emotional pain. Those who should love you, don’t. You are all alone. But I’m here to help.” Kashvi favored Sofia with a smile.

      “You really think they’re against me?”

      “Why are you defending them?”

      “I’m not!”

      “Sounds like it to me. Do you want to be walked on your entire life?”

      “No. No, I don’t want that.”

      “Your sister blabbed something which you trusted her to keep a secret.”

      Sofia nodded.

      “What was it?”

      “I had my boyfriend over when Dad and Lu, that’s my step-mom, Lucinda, when they were out.”

      “And that’s a problem?”

      “Well, uh, we were, uh, in my room and…”

      “You were having sex.”

      “No, not sex. But we were, well, you know.”

      “Making out.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And your sister told your dad and step-mom and you got in trouble.”

      “She even called me a slut! Lu did. She should talk.”

      “Sofia, it’s very important, if you want to become a strong woman, it’s very important for you to face and express your rage. You must voice your hate. We at Asher and Associates practice what we call primal rage therapy.”

      “I just want what’s fair.”

      “We all do.”

      “So what’s this primal rage thing?”

      “Women have been held down for a long time. Essentially ever since humans began. Prehistoric women, because they were weaker than men, were abused by them. Skeletons of those prehistoric women show what are commonly called abuse fractures. And let’s face it: nothing’s changed. We are still being abused. Biologically we carry the rage, the hate, of our abuse in our DNA. That’s why it is very important for us to let it out. To stop repressing it. We must go back to our primal state and rage against our oppressors.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “By using the oppressors and abusers we face today to take us back to our primal selves. Each day, you must do a five-minute hate. Put the picture of one of your oppressors before you and scream out your hate. Change the picture each day. Did you bring a picture with you?”

      Sofia nodded. “I brought a picture of my sister.”

      “Good. Let’s practice the five-minute hate right now. Put the picture on the coffee table. Let’s hate her together.”

      For five minutes Kashvi Pushpagiri and Sofia Rivera hurled abuse and hateful words at the picture. They screamed at it and hit it. When the five minutes were over, Sofia felt exhausted, yet invigorated.

      “I’m going to give you our special primal hate drink.” Kashvi walked over to a shelf, retrieved a bottle, and gave it to Sofia. “Drink this tonight and while doing so fill your mind with hateful thoughts. Remember how freeing the five-minute hate felt?”

      Sofia nodded.

      “Think those thoughts again while drinking the contents of this bottle.”

      “That’s it? Just drink this?”

      “Yes and don’t forget the hateful thoughts while drinking. It doesn’t taste very good, so drink it quickly. You have to drink all of it. Thinking the hateful thoughts helps the medicine go down.” Kashvi smiled.

      Sofia looked at the bottle, and then at her therapist. “Okay.”

      “That’s it. See you next week. Brittany will set you up with an appointment.”

      Kashvi stood and walked Sofia out to the lobby.

      At the door they said goodbye. Kashvi went back to her office and Sofia walked over to the reception desk.

      The redhead gave her an appointment card with a date and time on it. “Does that work for you?”

      Sofia looked at the card and nodded. “Does this stuff really work?”

      The redhead smiled. “Yes, it does. You will be a whole new person.”

      Sofia smiled and left the office. On the elevator going down, she realized how free she’d felt after that hating. She actually felt good and empowered. And she liked feeling good.
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      Special Agent in Charge Pierce Mostyn woke to the screams of Doctor Dotty Kemper. She was sitting in bed next to him, screaming and shaking. He sat up, put his arms around her, and said soothing words to her. The screams stopped, and the shaking subsided. They were replaced with gentle sobs and tears.

      “It’s not working, Pierce. Every time I let down and try to relax, the nightmares come.”

      “I know, Dot. I know. After what we’ve seen, it’s a wonder we’re sane.”

      She nodded, and he kissed away her tears.

      “Believe me, it will get better.”

      She looked at him, although the room was dark, and reached out, touching his face. “Will it? Will it get better, Pierce?”

      “Yes, it will.”

      “Will you hold me?”

      “Sure, Dot.”

      She lay back down. He did likewise and held her close to him. It didn’t take long before her breathing softened and he knew she was once again asleep.

      How often can you look into the void, Mostyn wondered, and maintain your sanity when what you see drives everyone else insane?

      He thought of the Russians locking away political prisoners in insane asylums for the sole purpose of driving them mad.

      Yet that was nothing compared to creatures so horrible they made your worst nightmare seem like a children’s lullaby. That’s what they, in the Office of Unidentified Phenomena, dealt with every day. Insanity producing terror day in and day out. What surprised Mostyn was that relatively few OUP personnel actually went insane. That fact was the reason he believed Doctor Bardon was busy working his magic to protect their sanity. If only he could end the nightmares.

      Somewhere in his musings, Mostyn fell asleep. What woke him the second time was his phone. He answered it on the third ring.

      “Mostyn.”

      “Ah, Pierce, my boy, sorry to wake you on this beautiful morning, but we have a case the FBI reluctantly brought us in on. It’s beginning to look as though it is more in our line than theirs. Come in at your earliest leisure, but do make it this morning. And bring Doctor Kemper with you.”

      “Yes, sir. See you later.”

      The phone went silent. And Mostyn once again found himself wondering how Bardon knew who he was sleeping with.
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Rafe Bardon, the director of the Office of Unidentified Phenomena, had his office in a nondescript federal office building in Washington, DC. However, his personal office was anything but nondescript. It always reminded Mostyn of something he might find in a nineteenth century British men’s club.

      Bardon was sitting behind his heavy black walnut desk, smoking an old yacht-shaped briar pipe; the dark brown wood had turned almost black from years of use. The director seemed sublimely ignorant of the no smoking policy in federal buildings and no one thought it wise to inform him.

      Mostyn and Dotty Kemper sat across from their boss in identical Westminster Chesterfield dark chocolate brown leather chairs.

      “Sorry to disturb you so early, but the FBI is at their wit’s end on the case and requested we get up to speed as soon as possible. You’ll be working with Special Agents Lucas Washington and Daniel Garcia. Special Agent in Charge William Wang is not at all pleased at having to work with us. And therefore Washington and Garcia may be reserved, even for FBI agents. Of course Wang believes we’re a special group within the Intelligence Branch of the FBI. Any questions?

      “What are we dealing with, sir?” Mostyn asked.

      Bardon pushed a folder across his desk, and Mostyn retrieved it.

      “There have been a series of brutal murders. Entire families wiped out, although in each case one family member has gone missing.”

      “And the murders are all the same?” Dotty asked.

      “Yes, and that is what is puzzling our friends at the FBI. How can a family killed in Queens fit the exact same profile as one murdered in Cleveland, and Seattle, and Los Angeles, and Omaha?”

      “How did the people die?” Dotty asked.

      “It’s all in the report, but I’ll give you a brief sketch. In Queens, three members of the Rivera family, father, step-mother, and one daughter were found dead. The older daughter, Sofia, is missing.

      “In Omaha, the Williams family was killed by the father. Mother and three children. However, daughter Laqueesha is missing.”

      “How did the step-mother and father in Queens die?”

      “That’s the key, Doctor Kemper. Mr. Rivera died from a stab wound in his chest which pierced his heart, and the forensic evidence indicates that he was probably attacked in the kitchen. Mrs. Rivera died from a meat cleaver blow that split her head and the daughter was hacked to death by the same cleaver. Mother and daughter dying in their beds.”

      “And the cleaver was found in Mr. Rivera’s hand,” Dotty said.

      “Very good, Doctor Kemper.” Bardon’s eyes were twinkling.

      Dotty smiled. “So the question is, how? And was Mr. R stabbed first?”

      “How, indeed, Doctor Kemper, and, yes, Mr. Rivera was apparently stabbed before the others died at his hand,” Bardon said. “The FBI has been focused on finding the missing girl in each of the situations, and in the process is overlooking the obvious.”

      “Which is?” Mostyn asked.

      “In 1938 a story was published in a pulp magazine. It told of a family being wiped out by a creature known as a zuvembie. The story is actually a thinly disguised account of a real event that happened a few years prior to the publication date. Deemed too fantastic for the true crime magazines, the writer submitted the account to a fiction magazine as a story.”

      “So you’re thinking we’re dealing with a zuvembie,” Mostyn said.

      “Not a zuvembie, my dear boy. Zuvembies. Plural.”
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      Mostyn, Special Agents DC Jones and Kymbra NicAskill, and Doctor Carter Heber, a cryptozoologist with the OUP, sat around a table with FBI Special Agents Washington and Garcia. Off to the side sat Special Agent in Charge William Wang.

      The OUP personnel listened while Washington and Garcia brought them up to date on the investigations into the related cases.

      All told, the FBI was aware of eight separate incidents. All, however, were similar. In each one, a young female member of the family was missing. And in each one, the murder weapon was in the hands of the person who had, most likely, been murdered first.

      There was a third anomaly that the FBI was keeping hush-hush. At three of the murder scenes, the FBI had lost personnel.

      “What happened?” Mostyn asked.

      Special Agent Washington shook his head. “It was the same basic MO. At the Seattle scene, Agent LaToya Carver was found dead with a knife in her chest. Right through her heart. A knife had been used on the family.

      “At El Paso, Special Agent Juan Perez had his head caved in with a fireplace poker. A crowbar had been used to kill the family.

      “And in Boston, Agent Patrick Ravi was smothered with a plastic bag over his head. Just like the family.”

      “No firearms?” NicAskill asked.

      Agent Garcia nodded. “There was one. Omaha. A three fifty-seven magnum at point blank range.”

      “Shit,” NicAskill muttered.

      “Yeah,” Garcia replied. “Wasn’t pretty.”

      “So, you guys have any ideas?” Washington asked. “Ever run across something like this?”

      Mostyn shook his head. “No. This is a new one.”

      “We thought you knew something, and that’s why you were brought in,” Garcia said.

      “Wish we did—” Mostyn was cut off by a snort from William Wang. He ignored the FBI man and continued. “However, you’ve provided us with a lot of valuable intel. Hopefully, we can get to the bottom of this. And soon.”

      Wang uncrossed his legs. “Yeah, right. I’m willing to bet my retirement that this case gets quietly slipped into an X-File and just disappears.”

      Mostyn eyed Wang. After a moment he said, “You know as well as I do that the X-Files don’t exist.”

      “And the moon is made of green cheese.”

      Mostyn looked at all three FBI men, and said, “We’re done here for now. Thank you, gentlemen.”

      Jones was up and held the door for Mostyn, NicAskill, and Heber. They left the FBI building and got into the black unmarked sedan. With Jones behind the wheel, the car joined the DC traffic.

      Mostyn, in the front passenger seat, turned his head and looked at the cryptozoologist. “So what do you think?”

      “I’ll need more evidence, to be sure, but I would say this particular cryptid has all the signs of being a zuvembie.”

      “Can someone please tell me what the hell a zuvembie is?” NicAskill asked.

      Doctor Heber cleared his throat. “A zuvembie is a creature that is often classed as one of the undead.”

      “You mean like zombies and vampires?” NicAskill asked.

      “Yes. Although technically speaking, a zuvembie is not dead. Simply changed.” Heber paused a moment to clean his glasses. He put them back on and continued.

      “In traditional voodoo, a bokor, that is, a magician, creates a zombie from someone who is already dead. A zombie is a re-animated corpse that does the bidding of the bokor. A zombie is essentially a slave.”

      “So there’s no zombie virus?” Jones asked.

      “No. That is the stuff of cheap pulp fiction and B-rated movies.”

      “So no zombie apocalypse,” Jones said.

      Heber shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”

      “So if a zombie is a dead person made into a slave, what’s a zuvembie?” NicAskill asked.

      “As I said,” Heber explained, “a zombie is a slave of the bokor, created by powerful spells that are cast by the bokor. A zuvembie, on the other hand, has never died. The creator of a zuvembie may or may not be a bokor. What is essential is that the creator of the zuvembie has gone through the necessary rituals and been taught the secret of making the Black Brew, which, when drunk, will turn a woman into a zuvembie.”

      “Only women can become zuvembies?” Jones asked.

      “That is correct,” Heber replied. “Only women.”

      “Why?” The question came from NicAskill.

      “Because hate and revenge are the motivators and the required emotions to become a zuvembie.” Heber shrugged. “It seems women, as a sex, have so often been viewed and treated as inferior that they and they alone possess the necessary hatred and desire for revenge to become a zuvembie.”

      NicAskill sat back in her seat. “Wow.”

      Heber, a smile on his face, continued. “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The zuvembie is the personification of female hate and revenge.”

      “So what’s this thing like?” Jones asked.

      Heber explained, “According to the lore, ancient lore that predates voodoo and goes back to West African snake religions, once a woman drinks the Black Brew she ceases to be a human. She becomes one with the denizens of the Black World. Friends and family cease to exist for her. A zuvembie has command over some aspects of nature. It can control owls, snakes, bats, and werewolves to do its bidding. The creature can summon darkness in order to blot out a small amount of light.

      “Unless killed by lead or steel, it lives forever. Time means nothing to the zuvembie; it exists, as it were, outside of time. It no longer eats human food and dwells in a house or a cave much as a bat does.

      “The zuvembie cannot speak, at least not as humans do, and it does not think as humans think. However, by the sound of its voice it can hypnotize the living and summon a person to his or her death. And once the thing has killed a person, it can control the lifeless corpse until the corpse grows cold and the blood ceases to flow. The corpse becomes the slave, as it were, of the zuvembie and will do whatever the zuvembie commands it to do.”

      “Good night,” Jones said. “It’s a good thing women don’t know about this zuvembie thing.”

      “Shut up, Jones,” NicAskill said.

      “One more thing,” Doctor Heber began. “The zuvembie has but one pleasure in life.”

      “What’s that?” Mostyn asked.

      “To kill human beings.”
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      Doctor Dotty Kemper, one of the foremost forensic anthropologists in the world, and a long time operative with the OUP, looked at the body of Serena Thomas.
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