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      I’d burned her bones, but she was back again.

      And now she was pissed.

      I fired my shotgun filled with salt rounds, but she vanished between when I pulled the trigger and when the shells fired. Then she materialized behind me and gave me a shove that sent me sprawling.

      I’m a big guy, and thanks to a favor from a Slavic god, I’m immortal and pretty damned hard to injure. That doesn’t mean I like being tossed around by ill-tempered ghosts who have overstayed their welcome.

      I rolled and came up with the shotgun locked and loaded, firing into the ghost’s midsection. That bought me a moment or two since salt fritzes ghosts’ ability to manifest, but I knew she wouldn’t be gone long.

      I walked to where the tracks had been and stopped when the toe of my boot struck an old spike left from the long-ago rails. A scream reverberated through the forest. I pumped my shotgun and blasted her again before she could fully re-form. Then I set a salt circle around myself to keep her from knocking me around, dumped lighter fluid on the spike, and dropped a match on it.

      People called the ghost the Lavender Lady. The stories said that she had been gathering the flowers back in the early 1900s when she was struck by a train—back before the tracks had been pulled up when trains still ran.

      The town of Moonville was nothing but ruins now; the railroad was long gone, and the tunnel had fallen into disrepair, but the Lavender Lady still wandered the forest, surprising hikers and scaring thrill-seekers.

      The Lady’s real name was Henrietta Austin, and while her body was found amid the flowers for which she was nicknamed, the evidence suggested foul play, covered up by the train accident story. Since the culprit was long dead, I couldn’t give Henrietta justice, but I might be able to give her peace.

      But first, she would try her best to kill me.

      Henrietta’s ghost hurled herself against the salt circle’s iridescent barrier, angry at fate and desperate to take it out on someone. Her corpse-pale face, marred by fury and decomposition, pressed against the scrim, and a terrible screech threatened to make my ears bleed.

      “Depart from here, Henrietta Austin, and trouble the living no more,” I commanded. “Your time is long past, and your killer is dead. Let go and move on.”

      The fire flared around the old rail spike, and I could see Henrietta’s spirit fading. The accelerant I’d poured on the metal stake wouldn’t melt iron, but I took the chance that flames would burn away enough of the coating to drive her off. Then I could pull the stake out of the ground, put it in the lead and iron box I’d brought, and make sure Henrietta never bothered anyone again.

      Henrietta gave one last blood-curdling scream and vanished. I wasn’t foolish enough to believe her energy had dissipated that quickly after haunting these woods for a century, but perhaps she needed to recharge before attacking again.

      By that time, I intended to have her anchor—the spike—out of her reach forever.

      A crowbar pried the hot stake from the ground. I stomped on the embers with my boots, not wanting to start a forest fire and then dropped the spike into the containment box I’d toted into the woods and shut the lid.

      The scream sounded again, and I knew it wasn’t Henrietta’s fault.

      I turned to see a new ghost dressed like an old-fashioned coal miner with a bushy white beard and fiery eyes. An eight-foot-tall phantom stood in front of the tunnel and swung a miner’s lamp.

      I’d hoped this wouldn’t be a double-header, but luck was rarely on my side.

      Since I was still inside the salt circle, I reloaded and fired. The tall revenant vanished, and I went right into the banishment ritual.

      “Go in peace,” I told the ghost. “Your work here is done. Move on and leave the living alone.”

      The miner took that about as well as Henrietta had and charged me, getting brought up short by the salt just like she had. Only unlike with Henrietta, I didn’t know what this ghost might be bound to. West and I hadn’t encountered the miner when we tried to send Henrietta on her way the last time, a century ago back in the 1920s.

      This part of Pennsylvania is riddled with coal mines, like a person-sized termite nest beneath most of the state. Thanks to companies getting sold, going bankrupt, and disappearing, plus office fires and natural disasters, no one had a comprehensive map of where all the mines had been—and where tunnels still wound deep below the surface. Now and then, the ground collapsed into a deep void, exposing shafts that seemed to go to the center of the earth, swallowing houses, cars, and buses.

      Homes in this area carried mine subsidence insurance for good reason.

      All of that meant that I had no idea where the angry miner’s bones might be buried or what might be binding his spirit to this world.

      Wait a sec. Is he a miner—or a railroad worker? Because the tunnel might be the clue.

      I revised my original guess. The coal smudges could have come from the train’s tender, the lanterns would be similar, and so would the work overalls.

      “Go in peace and leave this place forever.” I hurled a flash-bang grenade past the ghost and into the tunnel.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, plugged my ears, and turned away just in time to avoid the blinding light and deafening explosion. Part of being immortal meant that injuries always healed, but they still hurt like hell, and I didn’t want to be incapacitated in case the ghost didn’t take the hint and vamoose.

      When I turned back the ghost was gone, and the tunnel was still standing, which I took as a win. The air felt lighter, and the ominous feeling of being watched vanished.

      I waited for the unnatural silence to fill once more with the sounds of nature. After a few moments, birdsong and the rustling of animals in the underbrush reasserted the claim of living things. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and sent an appreciative thought toward Krukis in case he was listening.

      Only after the spirit was contained did I take a moment to look around. Moonville had been a coal town in the early 1900s until the mines closed and the families moved away. They left behind a cemetery, the crumbling foundations of a few homes, and a railroad tunnel that spawned plenty of scary stories.

      Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia were dotted with sad stories like Moonville’s, boomtowns that flared to life, then vanished just as quickly, leaving behind shattered dreams and broken headstones. They were a testament to the rise and fall of the coal industry and railroads in these parts, businesses that fueled vast fortunes and left behind scarred mountains and fouled groundwater.

      “Hey, West! If you’re listening—I finally finished the job,” I said to the empty forest. “We can cross that off our list.”

      Eighty years ago, I’d come out to Moonville with Jack West, a Supernatural Secret Service agent who became a good friend. The haunting fell far short of the types of paranormal situations Jack and I usually tackled. But we were in the area and figured we could do a good turn without too much trouble on our way to our next big-deal supernatural crisis.

      We’d heard about hikers getting attacked by Henrietta’s ghost and planned to send her on to her final reward. We dug up her grave, salted and burned her bones, and figured it was done and dusted.

      For a while, it seemed to be. Ghostly activity stopped, and our intervention seemed to have worked. But slowly, incidents began to happen once more. I’d heard whispers, but there were always more important things to do. Jack retired and passed away. I remained, feeling the weight of the years but visibly unchanged, still trying to save the world from supernatural threats.

      Finishing off Henrietta before someone else got hurt had been on my to-do list for a while, and I’d finally gotten a break between averting world-ending cataclysms for a do-over.

      One of my contacts got rid of dangerous magical objects and figured the warded box would keep the spike dormant until I could hand it off. Now that Henrietta was gone, the abandoned town felt sad but not dangerous. I stayed on alert for the walk back to my SUV but didn’t feel any of the bad vibes that had resonated on my hike to Moonville.

      Guess I just ruined everything for the next bunch of paranormal investigators.

      I’m Joe Mack. I used to be a steelworker long ago, but I died in the Homestead Riot in 1892. As I lay dying on the riverbank, I called out to Krukis, the Slavic god of blacksmiths, for vengeance. He made me his champion, protecting the powerless. When I pray to him, my skin becomes metal and my bones steel. I’m faster and stronger than a mortal and immortal unless I fall into a vat of molten metal. I’ve heard that people still tell tall tales about me under my original name, Joe Magarac.

      The steel mills are mostly gone, as are the coal mines, but monsters still prowl the tunnels and the riversides, and the evil men do hasn’t changed much over the last hundred or so years. I reinvent myself every so often, recycling the names and claiming to be a relative of my past “dead” self. There’s a shadow industry creating documents for people like me, and my track record of helping the Supernatural Secret Service and similar departments helps grease the skids when I need a favor.

      I loaded the suitcase into the back of my SUV and headed back to Cleveland. Turning the volume up on the radio didn’t drown out my thoughts. Thanks to Krukis, I was well over one hundred years old, although I still looked the same as when I’d died in my early thirties.

      By the time I’d been killed in the Homestead Strike, my wife and son had died from the flu. When Krukis claimed me, I had nothing to live for but vengeance. Over time, that changed to fighting for the underdog, helping to take down supernatural predators, and dealing with witchy bad guys who would otherwise slip through the regular justice system.

      That gave me purpose and meaning, but immortality is lonely. Fortunately, I found work partners who eased the solitude. West had been one of those people, along with Sarah Grace McAllen Harringsworth, a doyenne with a penchant for solving mysteries. There had been other sleuthing companions over the decades, but West and Sarah Grace had been among the best.

      My phone rang, and it went to the speaker system, drowning out the music. “Hey, Joe—where are you? If you can take time off from ghost-busting, Jenna wants to know if you’re up for dinner tonight.”

      I recognized the voice. Adrian Harris and Jenna Anderson were my partners now, and despite how we teased each other, we were tight. They tended to forget how long I’d lived, and I overlooked how young they were by comparison. Adrian’s specialty was data mining, and Jenna was Supernatural Secret Service. Although I wasn’t tied to any organization, I was grateful for their help, and we worked well together on cases.

      “Sounds good,” I agreed a tad too quickly. I knew if I stayed by myself, I’d get bogged down in memories of the past. Diversions were good, and I enjoyed hanging out with Adrian and Jenna when we weren’t saving the world. I just ignored the fact that they could be my multi-times-over great-grandkids.

      “I’m on my way back from a hunt in Moonville, so I’ll be there in town in a couple of hours. Anything I don’t have to cook works for me.”

      “Okay. We’ll come up with a plan. Let us know when you’re close,” Adrian said. “Drive safely.”

      Knowing I would be meeting friends for dinner lifted my spirits, and I hummed along to the music for the rest of the drive. Given my age, I have favorites on all the decade-by-decade channels and some songs that no one plays anymore.

      I swung by the bus station and put the lead box in a permanently rented locker designed for dead-dropping haunted and cursed objects, snapped the lock shut, and sent a text to the go-between who made sure my packages were delivered to people who would ensure that they never hurt anyone again.

      It was time to meet up with Adrian and Jenna, which spared me from thinking too hard. They had chosen a family-run Italian restaurant that made its own tiramisu and was known for its sauces and seafood dishes. One of my best memories from my steel mill days in Pittsburgh was sampling the homemade food from the other workers who came from across Europe, hoping for a fresh start.

      I’d always be partial to Hungarian dishes, but longevity meant I had plenty of meals and lots of opportunities to find new favorites.

      Adrian waved at me when I came in, and I headed for their table in the back, glad that we could talk without being in the thick of things.

      Jenna manages to look like a fed even when she’s off-duty. She has dark red hair, cut chin-length, and favors tailored pantsuits. Adrian, on the other hand more than makes up for color and style, reminding me of a cross between David Bowie and Billie Porter with his fashion choices. He’s the scion of a family that got rich with its data mining software, and he enjoys dressing well, down to the diamond stud earrings and statement-piece vintage Rolex watch.

      “You made good time.” Jenna checked the time on her phone.

      “It’s a pretty straight shot.” I shrugged. “I just had to drop something off at the bus stop.”

      They nodded, taking my meaning. Later, when we weren’t in public, they’d ask me about it or not. Even though we all looked like we were in our mid-thirties, they knew the truth about me and understood that sometimes I went off on side quests that weren’t part of official business.

      Or to be more precise, weren’t current official business. I’m sure the records of the original case were buried in a giant warehouse, never to be seen again.

      For a while, we chatted about television shows and upcoming movies, the weather, and celebrity gossip. I figure staying current keeps me from acting my age, which, given the circumstances, is a good thing. It helps to find common ground with superhero flicks and new streaming series, and we all want a break from talking shop.

      The food was as good as always, definitely house-made by someone whose grandmother taught them how to cook. One thing that has remained constant over my very long life—good food is a thing of beauty.

      We lingered over dinner, swapping stories and remarking on headlines until the alarm on my phone sounded.

      “Sorry—I’ve got an appointment.” I reached for my wallet to pay my portion of the bill. “Informant.”

      Jenna quirked an eyebrow. “Something we should know about?”

      “If it turns into something, I’ll let you know.” I thanked them for meeting up. Then I slipped out, knowing my friends were a nosy bunch, and I didn’t want to be followed.

      I pulled up outside a plain house with weathered white aluminum siding and a gray roof. The wooden sign in the front yard said, “Ask Nonna—Fortunes Told, Tarot Readings, Palmistry, Horoscopes.”

      Mrs. Brandino was the real deal. She was a talented psychic with a gift for mediumship and decent accuracy in seeing the future. I’d met my share of frauds over the decades and helped to stop them, but people with true gifts did exist, and my knowledge of the supernatural made me appreciate people like Mrs. Brandino all the more.

      “Joe, welcome. I almost thought you weren’t going to make it.” She met me at the door.

      “Sorry, ma’am. I had a dinner meeting that ran late.”

      I make it a point not to lie to witches. If she suspected that I shaded the truth sometimes, she let me get away with it.

      “Come in. Let’s get started.”

      Her office was a converted living room. Doors closed off the rest of the home, separating her living quarters from the public area. The small house had post-war Craftsman details, with dark woodwork and a simple mosaic of colored glass over the front door.

      The first time I visited, my trust notched up at what was—and wasn’t—present in her reading room. A side table held cards, dominoes, and a crystal ball. The wallpaper and flocked velvet furnishings were suitably Victorian to give the right ambiance. Nothing in the symbols was Satanic or Hollywood-bogus, although some went back to very old arcane traditions.

      “Your mind is troubled tonight, Joe. What can I do for you?” Mrs. Brandino might have been sixty or ninety, depending on genetics and good skin care. She was a bird-boned lady with a slight stoop, but her dark eyes were fiery and held both canny intelligence and impressive psychic ability.

      “I’d like to see if you can channel Jack West and Sarah Grace McAllen Harringworth.” I’d been here before. She knew the spirits. “I have news for them—and I need their insight.”

      Mrs. Brandino had paranormal skills, but she was still human. We had sized each other up for what we were—and weren’t—on my first visit. Still, she was closer to my age than most people I see in a day, although I still had decades on her.

      “Hanging onto the past for so long, it’s not a good thing,” she chided.

      “It’s more like finishing stories they didn’t get to hear the end of.” Although that was only part of it, and I suspected she saw right through me. For a guy with few social skills back in my mortal days, I had learned how to adapt, recreate myself, and make new friends.

      I sincerely liked Adrian and Jenna and enjoyed their company, but sometimes I missed the people who knew other versions of me; the pieces that got left behind as I adjusted to fit in as the times changed. There had never been another love for me since Agata, back in my mortal days. But some friendships and working partners had been special, becoming more like family. West and Sarah Grace were part of that small cluster.

      “Mark my words,” she said with a nod, a gentle reproof.

      “Now what excuse would I have to come see you if I did that?” I teased, mock-flirting.

      She knew it was a bullshit way to change the subject and still smiled. “Flattery isn’t going to work on me, young man.”

      I suspected she had a good idea of just how young I really was, but it was a game we played. “Please, I miss my friends, and I want them to know I’ve put an end to an old problem.”

      Mrs. Brandino muttered something in Italian and shook her head, but she gave me a fond look like an indulgent grandmother. “All right, Joe. But at some point, they will need to move on—and so will you.”

      She spoke the truth, but it still sent a chill down my spine. I knew more people on the other side of the Veil than on this side, and while I pushed myself to keep connecting, the gulf grew wider over time. I wondered how my vampire friends managed.

      She lit candles and seated herself across from me at a small table with a block-printed covering with protective sigils blind stitched into its complex pattern. The area was well-warded and protected with powerful magic. I’d learned a long time ago that Sicilian and Corsican witches had special talent, and I could feel the energy in the air as Mrs. Brandino settled into the chair and centered her magic.

      “Take my hands.”

      Delicate fingers closed around my meaty digits, feeling fragile in my grip. I noted the thin, crepey skin mottled with age spots that contrasted with my rough palms. I was far older, but she seemed ancient.

      “Jack West and Sarah Grace McAllen Harringworth, your friend has come to speak with you.” She closed her eyes, and her features relaxed as she tranced to open the connection to the Beyond.

      When she opened her eyes, I knew she had stepped to the back of her consciousness and allowed the spirit of Jack West to move to the forefront.

      “Hiya, Joe. Been a while.” The voice was Mrs. Brandino’s, but the tone and inflection were pure Jack West.

      “How’s life on the other side?”

      She shrugged, capturing West’s mannerisms perfectly. “Still can’t play a harp for shit,” he joked. “What brings you here?”

      “I finally finished the Moonville case—for good, this time.” I told him about the fight with the woman’s ghost and the railroad spirit and how I torched the tunnel and took the spike. “I think it’s finally done.”

      “We thought that before,” West pointed out.

      “I know. And for a while, things died down—I think it took a while for the spirits to power back up again. But this time, I really believe I broke what was holding them there.”

      “Nice work,” West said. “Glad to know you’re still on the job. Those new partners working out okay?”

      I had told him about Adrian and Jenna the last time I’d come to Mrs. Brandino, and while I knew West wouldn’t begrudge me mortal companionship, I think he hated to be excluded. While he’d never admit it or want me to join them in the hereafter, I think he missed our adventures.

      Apparently in heaven there are no heists to bust.

      “They’re not bad—for kids,” I admitted, even though I had figured out that my new partners were about the same age that West and Sarah Grace were when we worked together. “Pretty sharp, actually. But I miss hanging around like we used to.”

      “Look at you, getting sentimental over Prohibition,” West teased. “You might miss us, but I bet you don’t miss the bathtub gin.”

      He was right about that, and recalling the taste made me shudder.

      “True. Is Sarah Grace floating around in the ether?”

      “Tired of talking with me already?” West joked. “Yeah, she’s here. If you wrap up any more old cases, let us know. The afterlife is pretty boring.”

      I felt the energy shift, and Sarah Grace’s presence moved to the forefront.

      “Hello, Joe. Nice of you to drop by. What are you up to these days?” Damned if she didn’t sound just the same a hundred years after some of our best exploits.

      “Still on the job, not lollygagging like you two. I’m cleaning up loose ends. Wrapped up the Moonville case—and I think the fix will stick.”

      Her laugh was as infectious as I remembered. “Never a dull moment with you. Glad to hear it. How are you—really?”

      Leave it to Sarah Grace to get to the heart of the matter. I shrugged, uncomfortable. “You know. Same old, same old.”

      “Um-hum,” she replied, and even channeled through the medium I sensed her disapproval. In my mind’s eye, I imagined the tilt of her head and her skeptical expression. “Being immortal isn’t a free pass not to take care of yourself. You can have a purpose and still be happy sometimes.”

      Even from beyond the grave, she had me dead to rights. Maybe that’s one of the reasons that West and Sarah Grace were so special to me. Our partnership morphed into deep friendship. While I had liked and respected all my partners over the years, some were closer to my heart than others. West and Sarah Grace would always be among my favorites.

      “I’m happy when I solve cases.” I knew it was a weak comeback.

      “Joe—you know what I mean,” she chided. “Even watchdogs chase a ball now and then.”

      “Point taken. Fetch more, bark less?”

      The medium threw back her head and laughed, but the tone and mannerisms were perfectly Sarah Grace. “You’ve got it, Joe. Do you have a good team now?”

      “Adrian and Jenna are awesome. But you and West—the three of us were lightning in a bottle.”

      “Aw, Joe. You’re getting me right in the feels.” I knew West had jumped back in.

      “There’s been trouble back at Rogue’s Hollow Road,” I told them, unsure how long the medium could hold the connection. “I’m going to check it out and see if it’s new or if something from before popped back up.”

      “I thought we fixed that,” West said. “Why are things coming back?”

      “I mean, it’s been a hundred years.”

      “But still.”

      “I don’t know either, but I’m going to find out. Might be something like with Henrietta, where the anchor we thought we destroyed wasn’t the only thing tying the spirits to the spot. Rest easy—I’ll fix it.”

      “Sarah Grace is right, you know,” West said. “It’s okay for you to have a little peace before you’re on our side of the line.”

      I knew that in my head, but in my heart, I hadn’t justified my continued existence if I stepped away from the job. “I just went out for dinner with friends,” I countered. “Does that count?”

      “It’s a step in the right direction.”

      The medium looked tired, and I knew the session needed to end. “I’ll let you know how it goes at Rogue’s Hollow,” I promised. “Gonna have to end the call. Enjoy floating around on the clouds.”

      The medium perfectly captured West’s snort and cynical tone. “Yeah, right. Give yourself a break now and then, Joe. You deserve it.”

      With that, the medium slumped, and I knew the connection to the spirits had ended.

      I waited for Mrs. Brandino to rouse and dug the money out of my pocket. “Are you okay?” I put the bills down on the table.

      She nodded, looking a little groggy. “Yes. Each time, your friends are a little farther away. It’s how things are supposed to be. Someday, I won’t be able to reach them.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “I know. And I’ll deal with it when it happens. Thank you.”
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      The drive back home took me past a liquor store, and even though alcohol’s effect is muted on me, I stopped to pick up a bottle of whiskey on the way. My house for this lifetime is a bungalow that was built about the time I was hanging out with West and Sarah Grace during Prohibition. Cleveland has a lot of mid-century homes, and I find the styles familiar and comforting. Since I live alone the bungalow is the right size, so I don’t rattle around too much. It's homey, and the mish-mash of furnishings and decorations reflects the pieces I’ve hung onto over the years, enough to ground me on nights like this when the past is too close.

      I should get a dog, I thought for the thousandth time.

      People die fast enough.

      The furnishings are comfortable but hardly trendy, an odd mashup of pieces I’ve collected over the years and liked too much to discard. Bookshelves filled with first editions that weren’t rare when I bought them. Paintings by struggling artists who gained fame after their deaths. Gifts that reminded me of friends long gone. No photographs that included me—too dangerous to have around—but in my bedroom, there was a sketch that a friend had done of Ageta and Patryk, yellowed with age despite protective glass.

      West would accuse me of wallowing, and he would be right. But some nights the past was too close, and I’d learned the hard way to stop fighting and let the memories flow over me and recede. I subscribed to several retro streaming channels so I could pick the period I felt like remembering. I chose the classic movies channel, made popcorn, and took the bowl and the bottle of whiskey to my favorite recliner.

      Apparently the same magic that made me immortal and virtually indestructible also protected my liver. I tried not to abuse the favor, but some nights the past loomed too close.

      It wasn’t that I remained stuck. I just had a lot of past to reconcile. I’d learned to enjoy plenty of things that weren’t available when I was mortal—like television and all the conveniences that filled even a modest home. I appreciated the advances of science and medicine. A modern hospital probably could have saved my wife and son. The average person’s life had many more comforts than were common in my time, even for the well-off. There was a lot to like about the current era, although I struggled to keep up with the music and remember most celebrities.

      But none of those benefits replaced the people.

      I sipped my whiskey and forced myself to pay attention to Animal Crackers, the classic Marx Brothers movie, one I had seen in the theaters first-run with West and Sarah Grace. We had gone out for dinner, seen the show, and then stopped by our favorite speakeasy for a nip of bootleg gin before heading home.

      Funny how some nights are clear after a century while so many days blur together.

      I knew myself well enough to know the melancholy wouldn’t last long. Or at least, it wouldn’t stay at the forefront. A shade of it never completely left, but I could ignore it when I was working, busy with friends, or engrossed in a good book. I tried to find the balance between healthy coping mechanisms and running away from my past. That was always a tossup and was largely in the eye of the beholder.

      Duck Soup came on next, another classic. On top of a good dinner, the alcohol began to blunt the sharp edges of my mood.

      I thought back to what Mrs. Brandino had said about needing to let West and Sarah Grace go. I didn’t believe I was holding them here, or at least, I wasn’t the only thing. I’d made sure after their deaths that all the proper precautions were taken with their burials and cleansed their possessions to help them move on unencumbered.

      Maybe they missed the thrill of the chase. If Heaven really did mean sitting on clouds playing harps, West would be putting in for a transfer downstairs where the action is. But I doubted the afterlife had cases to solve and criminals to catch, which were two of the joys of their lives. My unending adventures might be their idea of prime television. Imagine that, me starring in a hit drama.

      By the end of the second movie, I was drowsy, and I’d put a serious dent in the bottle of whiskey, enough to get a few hours of sleep, if not a full night. I set the bottle aside, raised my glass with its last few sips in a toast, and looked at the photo of the two of them that sat on my bookshelf.

      “Happy trails.” I knocked back the remainder of my drink, turned out the lights, and headed for bed.
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