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			To the SunnyHolleywood crew.

			Never search for this version of the cabin;

			you might just find it.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The old woman sat in front of a modest, open fireplace. She stared at the flames, which crackled and ate ravenously at the meat of the wood. A bed of hot coals lay underneath, like the very pits of Hell, she thought. Yes. Hell. She ruminated a lot about Hell, and how to avoid the taloned clutches of the Evil One’s minions. Especially since they were crying around her all the time, trying to tempt her. The best way, in her opinion, consisted of living God’s word to the fullest, following His teachings even when it hurt to do so. Life is suffering.

			A small, gray cat, a tabby, lay on a black, oval rug next to her rocker. The feline also enjoyed the heat from the fire. Its eyes were closed, and a gentle purr rumbled from deep inside.

			A rather large butcher knife lay in the grip of the woman’s right hand, which, in turn, rested on her right thigh. The knife glistened with firelight and hummed with intent.

			She heard the voice again. The same one she had heard at various points throughout the day. The voice of her God. It came from the flames, and it said, “Your salvation lies within your obedience to me.”

			“Nay. I shan’t see my way to such a vile act.”

			“You would not make one small sacrifice to me? In my name?” The voice sounded like thunder now, rage with a petulant undertone of incredulity at her possible denial of its will.

			The old woman shuddered, her breath hitching in her chest. “What purpose would it serve you?”

			“The observation of your obedience. Mine is not to be questioned or judged. Yours is to act when I say the action carries merit. Now, do it.”

			The cat opened one eye to see why the woman had spoken, then shut it again. It resumed its dozing, chest rising and falling, peaceful in its slumber, heart full of trust.

			“I – I can’t.”

			“You must. Your soul entering eternity depends on your obedience. Best to remember this, in my name.”

			The knife rose from her thigh, and she looked at her own reflection in the blade. Her hand shook with a slight tremor, causing her likeness to shimmer as if it were a ghost image, a danse macabre. She turned in the direction of the sleeping cat, wondering why her Lord would ask such a thing.

			“I ask to prepare you for the great tribulations rising even now. A great tempest will require every ounce of your obedience and strength. This is but the first test.” The fire rose inside the fireplace as if someone had poured gasoline onto the wood. “Do you possess the strength to act as my martyr?”

			“Y-yes.” The answer came as a whisper. She thought of her lonely existence, alone since her mother finally passed from age, her father long dead, a victim of the logging industry as so many were before him. A tear slipped down her cheek. She brought the tip of the knife to rest just above the slumbering feline.

			“Good,” the voice said. The old woman thought she heard a note of levity in the response, of amusement, and wondered if her grief meant anything at all to her God.

			Probably not. I’m nothing but a pawn, a chess piece in a grand cosmic game. She didn’t care. Her reward would come in the after. She would forfeit her conscious life for a better one in Heaven. The cat would wait at the gates for her. They would be reunited, along with her mother and father. Possibly even the dog her father ran over with his work truck all those years ago.

			The knife shook in her hand, so the old woman took a deep breath. She steadied herself and prepared to plunge the knife into the flesh of the cat, sacrificing the warm, loving creature as a testament to her faith. She imagined what the sensation would feel like as the hard, sharp blade entered the soft body of the cat. One more breath, then she lowered the tip of the blade until it almost touched the fur above the fragile rib cage. When the cat inhaled, the chest rose until the tip of the blade disappeared into the fur but not yet into the flesh. The woman brought her hand to the butt of the knife, ready to plunge hard. She wished for a clean kill, no suffering, no squalls of pain, no looks of betrayal in those beautiful green eyes. The woman resigned herself and prepared for the final push. It wouldn’t take much. More tears slicked her cheeks. She could feel the moisture in the hidden, sodden fissures of her aged body. Her muscles tensed as she bunched her shoulders to strike.

			At the crucial moment between pause and plunge the voice shouted from the fire, “Stop! You may put the knife down.”

			The woman’s heart raced, then she looked at the knife as if it bit her. She threw it at the base of the hearth where it rattled around until going still once more. How close she had come to harming the only living creature in her life.

			The cat raised its head to figure out what made the noise, then turned upside down to return to sleep.

			Oh, thank you, God. Thank you. Just like the story of Abraham and Isaac. I am grateful, Mighty One. Thank you.

			“You will yet make use of the knife. Soon, upon the moonlight, a serpent will come to you in the night.”

			“Not a ram as in the bible story?” A part of the woman felt cheated by the replacement of the ram with a disgusting serpent. She felt it a diminishment of the story.

			“Nay. A serpent, which will want the spread of your womanhood and would suckle at your tit. You will take no pleasure from the evil but destroy it with the very knife with which you would have taken the cat’s life. The knife now has power. Do this in memory of me.”

			“Yes, my Lord. I shall do as you command.”

			“This is only the beginning. I will expect much more in the coming days. Fortify yourself with resolve as the letting of blood is now upon us.”

			“Yes, my Lord.” She reached to the floor, opposite the cat, and lifted a short, well-used leather whip. Even by her standards, the device appeared cruel, with three tails tipped with wire barbs. She set the torture device in her lap and removed her blouse, exposing the flesh of the top half of her body. The heat from the fireplace wrapped around her breasts and back. She lifted the whip over her shoulder and let it fly with a vicious arc that brought the tails down on her exposed back. Chunks of her skin clung to the barbs and blood trailed down her back, then dripped to spatter the well-stained floor.

			She didn’t cry out but took her penance in well-trained silence. Life is suffering, indeed.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Smoke wafted from the cherry-red tip of his cigarette, up and over his narrow face. A face, he knew, most would call equine in its distinct shape. Well-meaning folk, most recently one of his more obnoxious students, were always at him to obtain his fix of nicotine via vaping versus his more traditional methods of coffin nails and pipes. Healthier, they say. No tar. He took another drag and enjoyed the heat in his lungs. Professor Frank Colista couldn’t possibly care any less. Days remaining for him in this mortal coil were the least of his numerous worries. The kind of worries that often launched him into the abyss of existential crisis.

			His cat, a Siamese, rubbed against his leg and yowled with a hoarse, dry squall.

			“Yes, Crowley. I hear you. Your bottomless pit is near empty. As is your infernal dish.” He’d found the need recently to switch Crowley to food better suited for the cat’s aged kidneys. The beast dove through it faster than a college student could chug a bottle of Busch Light. Busch Lattes as the kids call them.

			Colista flicked ash into a crystal tray fashioned in the form of a skull, then busied himself preparing Crowley’s meal. He eyeballed the small vial of ashes on one of the bookshelves in his library. The only remains of his old flame, Pepe. The rest of the man now lay in the depths of the South Atlantic. He’d spread them there himself after his last case, a closure of sorts, to signify his moving on. He smiled in remembrance.

			Laughter drifted from outside his apartment. The abode lay nestled between State College’s quad and the lake, so students loved nothing more than using his sidewalk as a place to gather and transition from one activity to another, despite the cold weather. Winter session started in two days, but Colista still would enjoy another semester of sabbatical. He set the bag of cat food down and walked to the window. Colista kept the thick drapes closed, preferring dark and solitude, but parted them to see out. A slice of cold sunshine knifed in and blinded him for a brief instant, then he noticed two well-clad kids throwing a Frisbee, another carrying a cooler.

			Two truths, he thought. Because what weighs heavier on the scales of justice than truth? College kids love Frisbee. They also like to drink alcoholic beverages…the cheap kind. If Busch Light ever touched his lips, Colista would vomit. He much preferred single malt.

			A decrepit weariness overtook him like a wave of anti-energy. Or a line of anti-coke. His last case forced him into the priesthood, at least his outward appearance, and such machinations left him emotionally and physically destroyed. As a chaos magician, he often found the need to repress his own belief systems and adopt those of his clientele. A bothersome and tragic reality of his calling. Just the act of watching the energized young adults brought another bout of lethargy. At least I can now relax before I start another infernal book for the establishment.

			As if in direct correlation to his thoughts, Colista’s smartphone beeped with a message.

			Oh, bother and damnation.

			Crowley looked up from its dish, glanced at the phone, then at Colista as if to hurry him along. The cat’s thin, whiplike tail swished back and forth with anticipation as if it already understood what the message would say.

			“Yes. Yes, Crowley. All in due time.” Colista understood Crowley only fussed when a message would require his special set of skills. What if I’m not ready to use them again yet? He felt unprepared and, as quite often seemed the case, agitated and ill at ease. He picked up the candy bar-shaped phone and noticed the text message. Kory Watters. A blast from the past. A former pupil turned musician turned garage-door assembler. Colista thought he still dabbled with occult-related investigations and mysteries on the occasion. My skills, indeed.

			Crowley looked up and hissed, exposing rows of sharp, pointy teeth. It paced back and forth at Colista’s feet, tail flailing this way and that.

			“Okay, Crowley. So demanding. I shall click on the infernal message. It’s from our friend Kory.” He paused as he considered the cat, his magical familiar. “And Kory’s a fucker for bothering me.” Colista clicked and read, then peered down at the cat. “Seems he is paying our little neck of the woods a visit.”

			Crowley squalled.

			“Yes, you’re right. He has invited me on an adventure. Disappearances, says he. Several over the years, discussed in an old tome procured at auction.” Colista let out a breath. “Exhilarating. No client, just adventure.” He took a drag off his smoke. “I think I should go. It may inspire me to write a story for the powers which be.” He hated writing for State College, but it remained a condition of his sabbatical – and his employment at large.

			Crowley yowled, then returned to its dish. Colista rued the fact he would need to leave Crowley with a friend, but the snowy, dark wilderness could end up deadly for a house cat – even if said house cat was his familiar and best friend.

			“It’s settled, then. I shall see if any deviltry or, perhaps, a coven of dark witchery lay at the heart of this mystery.” He stood in the dark confines of his apartment and smoked, thoughts of what he needed to pack running through his head. The small vial of ashes, what remained of Pepe, shook on the shelf on which it sat. “Deviltry, indeed,” Colista whispered.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Kory sat in his armchair. A coffee table with a weathered carboard container stood next to him. For ten bucks, Kory thought the dusty box of documents had seemed a bargain. An old urban spelunker, Irv Moss in this case, goes to the great abandoned monolith in the sky and an auction always ensues. Their records normally go for a great deal more than ten bucks. Kory Watters had lucked out. The auctioneer had forgotten about this lone box, hidden behind rows of discarded junk. By the time the man got to auctioning the forgotten treasures, it came down to Kory and a couple of broke college kids. The rest, the heavy hitters, had left long before with their own treasures. The college kids bowed out after a couple bucks, seeing Kory was a serious contender. For once, having to use the bathroom because I drank one too many brewskies has its advantages. That and the extra rice crispy bar from the snack stand.

			He took a manila folder out of the box, containing fifty pages of moldering white paper. Typewritten notes on several buildings Irv had explored. Kory placed folder after folder on the counter next to him, all case files for explored buildings. The final item, buried for who knows how long at the very bottom of the box, looked different. A notebook, first off, with brittle, yellowed pages. Not another folder. The writing inside appeared incongruous with Irv Moss’s neatly typed documents. These were handwritten. Some printed, some inked in cursive. A journal, it looked like. For some reason, the strange journal caught Kory’s attention more than the other files.

			Without needing to look, Kory grabbed his acoustic Gibson off a vertical stand and strummed power chords as he read the handwritten notes. 5:00 a.m. – daylight in the swamp. He didn’t understand the reference but read on until he discovered the notebook documented the activities of a deer-hunting camp. According to the date in the left column, whoever wrote this started the whole thing off November the fifth, 1987. Kory hummed as he played, pausing only to turn a page. Reading about the true lives of other people – folks who may be deceased – raised the hairs on Kory’s neck. Above and beyond this fact, he also wondered what an old urban spelunker wanted with a very rural journal, full of deer-hunting exploits. He shook his head and let out a breath, then ran a hand over the red stubble on his chin and jawline. He flipped through the pages, mostly installments about which stands the hunters went to and what they had bagged for game each day. However, things heated up within the final dozen pages. Shivers ran down Kory’s spine.

			“Sally, come here,” he said.

			“What?” Sally walked in from the living room, chewing gum with her mouth open, her fingers twisting a Rubik’s Cube back and forth. She sounded like she would rather be left to watch Ghost Adventures. “Anything good in there? Hope so. Cost us about as much as you earned in royalties last month.” She shrugged.

			“Free then?” Kory nodded and snickered. “Like I always tell ya, babe. Making garage doors pays the bills, writing music pays my soul. Exploring…well, that’s a hobby.”

			“Usually, an expensive one. What did you want? I wanna relax before we gotta go back to work tomorrow. Damn Mondays.”

			“Check this out. Some old hick journal about a bunch of deer hunters.”

			“Deer hunters? Thought Irv only explored inner-city stuff. Old drainage systems, abandoned factories, you know.”

			“What few people know, Irv was a sucker for disappearance stories.” Kory pointed at the journal, tapped his finger on the cardboard front. “These deer hunters disappeared one by one over the course of a long weekend.”

			“Does it say what happened to them?”

			“No. Here’s the final entry from November the eighth, 1993. I just found Larry’s arm sticking out of the snow by the woodshed, hand grabbing for the sky. Only the arm, nothing else. I’m scared. The noises are getting worse, and I don’t know where the others are. I must assume they are dead like Larry. Almost out of wood. Will have to try and pack out of here tomorrow morning. That’s it, nothing more.”

			“You sure it’s not some fiction story old Irv tried to pass off as narrative non-fiction? Sounds like a plot from a B-movie.” Sally put the Rubik’s Cube down on the table and grabbed an apple. She took a bite, which sounded like a gunshot. As she chewed, Sally asked, “Did the dude ever say what he heard? The noises?”

			“Yeah.” Kory nodded. He also enjoyed dragging out the suspense. In his smokiest, bluesiest voice, Kory said, “The dude described it as like growls or heavy machinery way out in the woods. Woods where nobody should be, except deer and wolves.”

			“Machinery would have had lights. Big lights.”

			Kory shrugged. “You tell me. I’m just telling you what it says. Why don’t you make yourself useful and call broker Walt? He usually documents every item and lists background info when he can. Maybe he knows where this deer camp is. Maybe Irv had more information. From what I understand, the guy was meticulous. Cross-referenced everything.”

			“Watch that tone or you might not get your Sunday night fun time.”

			“You wouldn’t…”

			“Just watch.” Sally smirked and grabbed her cell phone off the charging pad on the kitchen counter. She already had broker Walt’s number programmed in and clicked the contact. Kory heard someone answer. They sounded sleepy. “Walter! Wake up. Kory and I need to know about that deer-hunting journal. Did Irv document anything about it?” After a long pause while Sally listened, she whispered, “No shit, huh? Yeah – yeah, email what you have. I have a feeling Kory will have an itch for it.” Sally listened again. “Yeah, you can come with, Walter. Just get me the info.” She hung up.

			“Well?”

			“Well…Irv looked into the matter.” Sally rolled her eyes. “You were right. He cross-referenced GPS coordinates and verified none of the hunters ever made it home. He found a nephew of one of the hunters who confirmed it. I guess it’s a huge topic at Thanksgiving dinner to this day. Kids.” Sally laughed at this, which Kory found inappropriate, perhaps sacrilegious. The reason why he loved her so much, though. “Anyway, the hunting property, complete with cabin, went tax-forfeit and now belongs to Hubbard County in northern Minnesota. Walter has the spreadsheet. He also wants to come with when we go. Of course. He knows us well enough, doesn’t he? That we’ll need to see this place firsthand.”

			“Of course. So, nobody bothered with the taxes? I find that odd.” Kory strummed the Gibson thoughtfully.

			“Bad memories? Who knows?” Sally duck-faced her lips and batted her long lashes. Her brown eyes flashed. She picked up the cube again and twisted it. “You know I get turned on when you play.”

			Kory strummed a few bars of her favorite song, Alice in Chains’ ‘Down in a Hole’.

			Sally patted her chest above her heart and shook her head. “I guess Sunday fun day is still on.” She worked at the cube for a moment as he played, biting her bottom lip. “You want to go to the cabin, don’t you?”

			“Yes.” He continued to play. “I paid ten bucks for that journal.”

			“That’s a helluva deciding factor.”

			“People disappeared. The family deserves closure.”

			“Nice try.” Sally took another bite of the apple, spraying juice out and onto the floor.

			“Okay,” he said. “It’s exciting. A little dangerous. A dismembered arm.”

			“The truth shall set you free, baby. Hit me with more.” Sally rubbed her chest and licked her lips. The apple fell to the tiled floor. “Such a turn on.”

			“Growls. Desolation. Death.” He strummed, making the old Gibson resonate.

			“Sold.” Sally jumped onto his lap, long legs wrapped around him.

			Kory barely got his guitar out of the way.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sally sat in the passenger seat of the Suburban outside Ivy and Buell’s house and listened to her phone on the speaker setting as Dorothy from the Hubbard County Land Bureau prattled on about legalities. They had nothing better to do as they waited for Ivy to finish packing. “So, bottom line, the property is open to the public, being tax forfeited. However, the cabin is considered a private ward of the county. The county may, at some juncture, choose to store…things in it. In that scenario, they wouldn’t want folks traipsing in and out of the place.”

			“Is there anything in it now?” Sally asked. She immediately heard typing from the other end.

			“Not according to my notes. Doesn’t look like anyone has even visited the place since the Walbrook incident.”

			“The Walbrook incident?” Sally watched Kory’s eyebrows rise. Anything with the word incident at the end intrigued Kory. Sally loved his enthusiasm but sometimes found the need to temper it. Safety first.

			“Yes. I’m surprised it hasn’t come up in your research already. It was kind of a big deal at the time in these parts. We had a game warden, Kev Walbrook, disappear out there. Found his rig parked on the road.” Dorothy paused and sniffed as if the event had dredged up a latent bout of emotion. “Left behind a wife and child. A tragedy.”

			“Wow,” Sally said. “Disappearing in this day and age is accomplishing something. What with GPS, cell phone tracing, heat-signature cameras. Credit cards. Seems impossible.”

			“You’re telling me,” Dorothy said. “Never found his GPS badge or cell phone. Was like he just vanished off the face of the Earth. The only thing they ever found of his was a boot print in the mud by Birch Creek.”

			“The plot thickens,” Kory whispered and placed a hand on Sally’s thigh and squeezed. She brushed his hand away and rolled her eyes.

			“Well, on behalf of the Midwestern Mystery Study Group, we sincerely apologize for your loss. We’ll do our best to get you some answers. It’s what we do. Investigate, that is.”

			Kory whispered again, “The guy walked the riverbed. Right in the middle of the water. Then crawled in a hot little piece of ass’s car at the nearest bridge.”

			Sally punched him in the shoulder as Dorothy said, “You all take care out there. Make sure someone knows where you are. Bring plenty of supplies. It’s cold this time of year. Plenty of snow. And stay out of that cabin. You’ve been warned.” Her voice held a note of levity, but Sally also heard the warning buried within it. The county wouldn’t suffer trespassing.

			“No worries,” Sally said. “We have outfitters tents, heaters and lots of propane. Not our first rodeo. We’ll take every precaution.”

			“In that case, have a nice time in Hubbard County. The Knob and Kettle is a real nice place to eat out that way. Known for their sandwiches and stew. Check them out.”

			“Absolutely.” Sally watched as Buell and Ivy walked out their front door. Each carried a backpack and duffle full of equipment. Ivy nodded once at Sally when she noticed her sitting in the Suburban. Kory revved the engine in greeting and the custom muffler sounded tough. A constant source of embarrassment. “Gotta run, Dorothy. Thanks for your help.”

			“Bye, now,” the woman said and hung up.

			Ivy reached the back of the vehicle and popped the hatch. “Guys,” she said. “Can’t wait to listen to your muffler all the way to Minnesota, Kory. Thought maybe you would have a grown-up vehicle by now. Especially since…” She looked at Sally.

			“Kory still peels the labels off his bottles of Busch Latte,” Sally said. “I’ll just be happy if he agrees to the baby carrier.”

			“Of course, I agree,” Kory said. “Get that kid broke in right. Nothing wrong with a little rumble under your ass. Gotta teach the basics right out of the gate.”

			Buell heaved his backpack and duffle into the back and the whole SUV rocked. Lastly, he threw in his cased guitar. “Couldn’t resist a little dueling Gibsons.” He smiled at his friends. “Here we go again. This case sounds awesome. Hope someone packed the beer.”

			“What do you think?” Kory said. Sally still loved his bluesy, raspy voice. Smoky, some called it in the country music forums. “Priorities. Can’t play duelies without beer and a bonfire.”

			“I checked the weather,” Ivy said. “Well below zero for a lot of the trip. You boys better get those heaters cranked up or none of the equipment will work. Batteries hate the cold.” She glanced at Sally, again. “Girls too. Our energy level goes way down, if you know what I mean.”

			“Damage is already done,” Kory said. “Don’t matter any.” He winked at Buell.

			“I’ll remember that when you come sniffing around tonight,” Sally said. “After a few lattes old willy won’t care none about a bun in the oven or not.”

			Sally watched the smirk on Kory’s face grow. He wanted to keep the banter going but she noticed when he decided not to. “Get in, guys. We gotta motivate. Got a good eight hours of travel time from Kansas City to Lake George and that doesn’t include my Sally’s frequent potty stops. Got a bladder the size of a kidney bean.”

			He’d fooled her and got another dig in without her expecting it. Part of her loved this. Sally stared at him. She said, “That’s because your son has decided to take residence on top of it. So, thank you very little. Maybe you could have a little talk with him later.”

			“Yeah, sure. I’ll get right down there close so he can hear. Use you like a microphone. Maybe croon a little down there.”

			“Gross,” Ivy said.

			Sally, despite Kory’s jokes about using her vaginal barrel as a microphone, secretly enjoyed the way the baby moved and kicked when Kory played close to her. It felt like all three of them were connected, already a family of three. Her heart swelled and she fought the urge to kiss Kory’s stubbled cheek.

			“You wanna go one more time while we’re waiting for Walter?” Kory asked. His eyes told Sally he was serious and trying to oblige. He rubbed her shoulder and smirked at her, his version of a smile, not one for showing teeth.

			“I’m fine.” Sally grabbed his chin and tickled the stubble there. “But I enjoy your attentiveness.”

			“When are we going to fuck a baby into existence, Buell?” Ivy said. “Look how cute Kory and Sally are. Don’t you want that?”

			Buell’s eyes flew to Kory’s in mock panic, which made Sally laugh. He said, “Geez, Kory. See what you’ve done? I’m doomed.”

			“You two do what ya want,” Kory said. He leaned in and touched Sally’s forehead with his own. “But Sally and I were close before we got knocked up. Remember that.”

			Ivy inhaled in mock surprise. “You saying Buell and I aren’t close?”

			“I’m just saying, wait until you’re ready,” Kory said with a diplomatic tone. Sally appreciated his smooth, velvet voice, and how it made her feel warm inside. Sometimes it soothed her emotions, brought her back to reality, grounded her. “A baby never brought any two folks closer together who weren’t close to begin with.”

			“Thanks, Kory,” Buell said. Sally turned her head to look at him because she couldn’t tell if he was serious or sarcastic. She still couldn’t tell.

			A vacuum settled down inside the Suburban and the silence felt deafening. Sally wondered how Ivy and Buell were really doing. They often ran either hot or cold, on and off again. Kory was right. A baby wouldn’t do them any favors until they were ready to settle in with each other. They were alike in all the wrong ways and different in the ones which didn’t matter. Sally had always felt this way, though she loved them both. College friends were the best friends.

			Ivy looked about to break the uncomfortable silence when a gray minivan screamed past them, whipped around, then parked behind the Suburban. A lot of people probably thought Walt drove a minivan to haul kids around. Nope. Sally watched as Walt scrambled out of the rig, tossed a cigarette into the concrete gutter, then opened the sliding door where a child would exist if one actually…existed. A snare drum rolled out and onto the ground. Walt swore, picked it up, returned it to the chaos inside his van, then pulled out a set of bongo drums.

			“Oh, hell no,” Sally said to Kory. She shook her head. “You tell him he can’t bring those. Look, I know he wants to feel like part of the music gang, but damn. He sucks and I’m in no mood to listen to him banging around all weekend like a toddler with a stick and a pot.”

			“Calm down,” Kory said. “We’ll stow ’em in the way back where he can’t get at them. After we get there, I’ll suggest he just slap his thighs to the beat. If we deny him from the get-go, though, he’ll sulk. That’s what drummers do. They sulk when they don’t get their way.” Kory sighed and placed his palms on Sally’s cheeks. “We need him. He has the smarts. As bad of a drummer as Walt is, he’s a helluva broker and explorer.”

			“I know,” Sally said. She hated when Kory was right. She had to admit that he could see the intricacies of a situation even when she couldn’t. “Fine.”

			“I’ll lay Ivy’s weighted blanket over those bongos,” Buell said. He hefted the blanket in his lap. “Might as well serve a dual purpose. Kind of heavy and cumbersome just to make Ivy feel secure and snug.”

			Ivy smacked his beefy shoulder. “Hey! It helps with my restless leg syndrome. It beats pounding my legs with my fists.”

			“I kinda like that,” Buell said. “Who needs Walt with drums when we have Ivy with restless legs and a set of mega-fists?”

			The back hatch lifted, and Walter stood in the opening with his bag, bongos and wide, green eyes. Sally thought he looked high, his eyes glossy and bloodshot. “Holy shit. Let’s rock and roll!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Frank Colista considered what to throw in his satchel. His attire for the weekend and toiletries would reside elsewhere in his many bags. The satchel, however, held other essentials of magical import. He decided a grimoire of practical folk magic may prove useful, along with the diacetyl robe popular with rural non-denominational clergy of the area in question. Colista threw in a few bottles of salt to be safe and a few other key ingredients for common potions. He hoped to not need any of it. Better prepared than fooled.

			Crowley jumped up on the table and peered into the satchel as if perusing the contents. It seemed pleased, or at the very least didn’t squall at his efforts. It quickly turned its nearly bald head in the direction of the door.

			The knocker rapped three times.

			Curses. Colista turned and stared at the door, hands on hips. He hated company. It never proved useful or to his own personal benefit. Who would visit him in the middle of sabbatical besides the college dean, checking on his book-writing progress, or a student begging for him to return and teach a class they needed to graduate? Perhaps another client. Which he didn’t want, either. None of these options were ideal. He just wouldn’t answer the knock. Problem solved.

			The cat stared at him.

			“Leave it be, Crowley.” It irked him that his familiar would suggest he answer the damn door against his will. All he wanted was a break from expectation. Is this too much to ask?

			Three more knocks.

			Colista sighed. I suppose it is. He walked in the door’s general direction, pretending to look at a particular tome sitting on a finely hewn side desk, as if he may or may very well not have any intention of gliding over to the door. Bother! He rushed to the door, disengaged the bolt and ripped the door open.

			A girl with straight black hair stood on the stoop, a frown pasted on her mug, arms crossed. Her eyes, almost a perfect black, bore into his. A bulging canvas backpack rested on the back of her green hoodie, ripped skinny jeans gracing her long legs. She wore hiking boots, a sure sign of her intentions. She said through tight lips, which barely moved, “You were leaving without me.” She looked hurt, perhaps miffed.

			Probably miffed. “I didn’t realize I needed to consult you.”

			A puff of frustrated air passed through her lips. “How am I supposed to learn from you if you don’t take me along on cases? You like the idea of a protégé but putting it into practice is another matter, it would seem.”

			“This is more of a…vacation.”

			Crowley growled at him.

			Colista glared at the cat. “Not you, too. There’s no end to my torment.”

			“Even your familiar realizes how selfish you are. Gallivanting while I file your correspondences and answer inane email. Just maybe you will allow me to do some research for you.” She adjusted the pack, allowing for the possibility that it was heavy and ready to travel. “I want some action, Frank.” She recrossed her arms.

			His blasted assistant, Jenifer, yes (with one ‘n’, and never Jenny unless you wanted a fist to the mouth), tapped her foot with agitation. Her childhood had rendered her stubborn to the point of absurdity. But how could he blame her when he acted sympatico. They were similar in nature, and the things he disliked about her were the same things he disliked about himself. In any regard, Colista supposed he didn’t have a choice in the matter, as he never did. He shook his head, turned, then walked over to the table. He picked up his satchel and threw it to her. “If you’re coming, then make yourself useful.”

			Crowley purred as if this turn of events brought it great pleasure.

			Jenifer caught the satchel and tucked it under one arm. “I have more bags outside the door.”

			Of course she did. Jenifer was nothing if not thorough. “Well, close it for now and leave them out there. My goddam energy bill will break me. I’m on sabbatical, you realize.”

			“And still getting paid.” She slammed the door, which caused Crowley to run for the other side of the room, over by Pepe’s container of remains.

			“That’s very much beside the point.” He needed to remember that he enjoyed their banter. Jenifer had proven an excellent confidante, someone he could talk shit about the administration with and never worry about her betraying him. They held an understanding. In turn, she also confided in him, sometimes more than he wanted to hear about her occasional boyfriends or coworkers at the university bookstore.

			“I see you have forgotten almost everything.” She walked over to his cupboard of ingredients and grabbed bottles off the shelves as if at the grocery store. Jenifer stuffed them into the satchel, then walked over to the remains of Pepe. “Let’s not forget you.”

			“Pepe is staying home,” Colista said. “In fact, most of his remains are in the southern Atlantic. Besides, his not being whole doesn’t serve any magical use, and, well, you never even knew him. So, let him rest.” He knew he sounded defensive and taciturn, perhaps a bit maudlin. Well, I am. I have the right to be.

			Into the satchel went Pepe.

			“For fuck’s sake.” He had only known Jenifer for a semester and a half. She had approached him at a book-signing and showed a keen aptitude. So, it began. He hadn’t won an argument since and now he had two creatures in his life who bossed him for no better reason than to watch him squirm with discomfort. Two creatures who actually seem to care about me, at least a little. “Oh, very well. It’s just a small vial.”

			“Oh,” Jenifer said, as if remembering something, and disappeared through the door to his sleeping quarters and wardrobe.

			“Now, what are you doing? Is no part of my life off limits?” Classic Jenifer with no sense of propriety of any sort, as if raised by wolves. Then he felt bad, because the truth was not far off. Her childhood had involved difficulties. So had his.

			“No,” she said from the other room. She sounded busy. “We hold no secrets from each other. That’s the deal.”

			Colista walked into his wardrobe just in time to watch her stuff a sacramental chalice into the satchel. He shook his head. No secrets, indeed.

			“Why do you require the chalice? I already packed my implements and attire.”

			“You packed your implements and attire. Now, I get to pick. For me. You’ve taught me how to dress for success, Colista. Let me fly. I will never become a full-fledged chaos magician if left to your devices.”

			“You aren’t ready.” He knew this was a lie, at least fundamentally. Jenifer had taken to chaos magic like a hippo takes to mud. Colista knew Crowley felt the same by the way the cat had warmed up to her. She had more to learn, but, no doubt, could hold her own, especially with him beside her.

			“You best hope I am.” She tucked the satchel back under her arm and nodded once at him. “I mean, if I’m not, it’s a testament to your inability as a mentor. If I’m shitty, it’s because you taught me poorly.”

			Good Lord. “Fine, but none of it will be necessary. The case you have invited yourself upon is nothing more than a pleasure trip, a joyous sidetrack from my otherwise mundane existence and duties.”

			“Tell me about it.” She always wanted the details, a byproduct of a deprived childhood which involved foster homes and lies.

			“Disappearances. People have disappeared without a trace. I mean, except for the occasional arm, shoe, whatever, left behind. A little long-ago mystery.”

			“Yummy.” Colista watched her eyes light up like Christmas.

			“Don’t ever say that again.”

			“I won’t if you take me with and allow me to not simply assist, but to actually help. Do something meaningful.”

			Colista placed his arms behind his back and paced to where Pepe’s vial had sat until moments ago. I’m going to regret this, Pepe. “Fine. But please remember that I’m meeting my friend Kory. Don’t embarrass me.” Despite his reservations, deep down, Colista wanted her along. Admitting this went a long way toward his own healing. It would feel good to have someone along who cared for him.

			Crowley leaped onto the small portico in front of Colista and purred, trying to rub on him, convince him of Jenifer’s good intentions. And, of course, her intentions were good. That wasn’t the issue. And even though he knew he would bring her, because she deserved to go, the issue would always be her desire to forge forward into magical realms unknown to her without taking proper precautions. If she wasn’t careful, Jenifer would get them both sucked into a vortex of energy that would dissolve the flesh from their bones or open a rift to another dimension where they could look forward to nothing but eternal suffering and torture without the benefit of death. In other words, she only knew enough to be dangerous, and she didn’t let this fact inhibit her.

			“I won’t try to summon Basphemus this time. I promise.”

			Colista shook his head. How could I forget? The god of eternal intoxication had appealed to her. “Promises. Fine, but try, for once, to learn from your failings.”

			“We only lost a pen to the portal when it opened briefly…”

			“A sixteenth-century quill pen worth a small fortune.”

			“Two hundred bucks. I looked it up.” Jenifer smiled, her straight, white teeth gleaming. “Check the spice jar where you keep cash. I reimbursed you.”

			So that’s where those two crisp bills had come from. Hope for her yet. “That’s not the point, but thank you. What if it had sucked you, or worse, Crowley or me, through?”

			“We’d be drunk, maybe high, as we speak?” She shrugged, a slight smirk pulling at her usually stoic lips.

			He pointed at her, a laugh escaping. “You’re leaving your bong in your apartment.”

			Jenifer rapped her knuckles on the side of his satchel, eliciting a liquid clunk. “But you get to bring your single malt scotch? You said it was a vacation. Hypocrite.”

			“Kory will have…Busch Light.” Colista grimaced and mimicked gagging. “I’m sure he would love it if you drank that with him.”

			“I’ll bring a vape. Is that fair? No fuss, no muss.”

			“I suppose you’ll have it no other way.”

			Crowley rubbed on Colista and purred.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The road whistled by with a rhythmic drone. Sally held the notebook carefully on her lap and rubbed the yellow, weathered cover. Pieces of the colored cardboard flaked onto her hands and lap. She opened to the end, the inside of the back cover, and studied the numbers written there. Six-20-Ten. She rubbed her thumb over them as if the action would uncover more information. What do the numbers mean? She thought about asking Kory what he thought, but everyone had finally settled down and were quiet as church mice. Thank God for small miracles. Walt had piled into the third-row seating back in Kansas City and hadn’t shut up until they’d hit Iowa. He’d talked about urban exploring, drumming and Patrick Mahomes until Sally thought she would go insane. He seriously needed to get off amphetamines. They gave him too much energy. Now he’d crashed.

			Kory must have noticed her perusal of the numbers. He put down the Coke bottle he used as a spitter and smiled at her. “Could be a reference number Irv scrawled in there, so he didn’t forget what materials went together. He was pretty organized.”

			“Looks like the same handwriting as the rest of the journal.” Sally stared at the numbers until her vision blurred and she needed to blink. Could mean anything. She rubbed her belly without conscious effort. “What about a date?”

			Kory squinted his eyes and smirked, the left side of his lips lower than the right. “You mean the author was some kind of prophet?” Kory chuckled. “You gotta remember. The guy disappeared back in ’93.”

			“Okay, smartass. What do you think?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe GPS coordinates, or an address of some sort. The date of his future colonoscopy?” He laughed when Sally shook her head and threatened to dump his spittoon in his lap. “Okay – okay. Could even be a combination. You know, like our lockers in high school. Hard to say.”

			“Better,” she said. “A colonoscopy appointment? What’s wrong with you?”

			Kory gave her his fake stern look but placed his hand over hers. This melted Sally’s heart, the two of them together, their unborn slumbering underneath their entwined hands. Conceiving had been harder than she ever imagined and so she considered her pregnancy a minor miracle. No, a major one. Sally hoped this investigation would bring them closer. It felt like a transition from a young person to a grown-ass adult, with responsibilities and a life outside her own selfish desires. She and Kory and the baby would soon join as a family unit, looking out for each other, caring for each other above all else. And that starts now.

			“You look like you’re thinking about serious stuff.” Kory adjusted the chew in his lip. He gave her another glance and turned to the narrow Minnesota road. The Suburban rumbled over a rather large fissure.

			A tear dribbled from Sally’s eye, traversed her cheek and clung to her chin. “Just thinking about us as a family.”

			Kory patted her hand, which still resided above their growing child. “I figured.”

			She nodded and stared into the dense, dark pines along the road, wondering what might be watching them as they passed. Sally shuddered. Her voice came as a whisper. “I want it all perfect. You, me, baby makes three.” The dark woods continued to fly by.

			“We’re three months in, babe. You don’t even puke that much anymore.”

			“I know.” Sally wiped at the tear with her free hand. “So much in life is just out of our control. Some – sometimes the thought of it is overwhelming.” Again, she allowed her eyes to sweep across the seemingly never-ending woods. The desolation of this region of the country pressed in on her like an emotional vise. Do emergency services even come out here?

			Kory patted her hand again. To Sally, it felt like he was placating her.

			The Suburban clunked over a pothole. Kory slowed the vehicle as they entered a small town, if one could call it that. The sign on the outskirts read, Lake George. Sally noticed the Pine Country café on the right, closed for the day, the windows like dark eyes beyond the yard light. Just after, a lonely, steepled church sat forgotten for the day, paint peeling in strips to reveal gray-wash clapboard. The left side of the road consisted of lake cabins and a closed senior center. Further up on the right, the lights of a gas station came into view. The Suburban slowed further. The gas station sat on a corner, Sally noticed, and just before it they passed a quaint motel, one where folks parked in front of their rooms and entered directly from outside, not through a lobby. Next came a tourist attraction, apparently called The Wigwam. A Native American structure stood like a beacon, advertising a gift store. Kory turned just after The Wigwam and just before the two-pump gas station onto a small residential road, paved but barely.
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